University of Louisville

ThinkIR: The University of Louisville's Institutional Repository
Electronic Theses and Dissertations
1941

Bulwer-Lytton's place in the English drama of the middle
Nineteenth Century.
Martha Kennerly Gibson
University of Louisville

Follow this and additional works at: https://ir.library.louisville.edu/etd
Part of the Literature in English, British Isles Commons

Recommended Citation
Gibson, Martha Kennerly, "Bulwer-Lytton's place in the English drama of the middle Nineteenth Century."
(1941). Electronic Theses and Dissertations. Paper 1805.
https://doi.org/10.18297/etd/1805

This Master's Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by ThinkIR: The University of Louisville's Institutional
Repository. It has been accepted for inclusion in Electronic Theses and Dissertations by an authorized administrator
of ThinkIR: The University of Louisville's Institutional Repository. This title appears here courtesy of the author, who
has retained all other copyrights. For more information, please contact thinkir@louisville.edu.

UlfIVERSITY O:F LOUISVILLE

BULWER-LYTroN'S PLACE IN THE ENGLISH DR.UrA
OF THE MIDDLE NINETDBTH CElfTURY

A Dissertation
Submi t ted to the FacultyOf the Graduate achool of the university- of Louisville
In Partial :Fulfillment of the
Requirements for the Degree
Of Master of Arts

Department of English

Martha Kennerly- Gibson
Year
1941

i

,

r

f

r

TABLE OF CONTENTS

,

I

!.'ABLE OJ' CONTENTS

PA.GI
IN!rRODUCTIOIl

THE PROBLEM; BACKGROUND FOR.
AND ANALYSIS OF, BULWER-LYTTON'S
DRA.Ml • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

1

CHAPTER
I

II

III

IV
CONCLUSION

BIBLIOGRAPHY

.A SURVEY OF THE ENGLISH DRAMA,

1800-1850 • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

1

BULWER-LYTTON'S LIFE IN RELATION
TO THE DRAMA OF THE NINETEENTH
CENTURY • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

22

FOREWORD TO !HE ANALYSIS OJ'
BUL WER-LYTTON'S PLAYS • • • • • • • ••

60

PLAYS WRITTEN BY BULWER-LYTTON
FOR WILLIAll M!CREADY • • • • • • • • •

51

PLAYS WRITfEN BY BULWER-LYTTON
urER MAC READY , IS RETIREMENT • • • • • •

78

BULWER-LYTTON'S PLACE IN ~
ENGLISH DRAMA OF THE MIDDLE
NINETEENTH CENTURY • • • • • • • • • •

90

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • ••

99

!ULIER·LYTTOB·S PLACE IN THE ENGLISH DRAUl
OF THE MIDDLE NID!EENTH CENTURY

INTRODUCTIO.B
!BE PROBLEM; BACKGROUID )'OR, AND ANALYSIS
BULWER-LYTTO~'S

DRAMl

0',

I.N!rRODUCTIOlf
!HE PROBLEM; BACKGROUND FOR, UD ANALYSIS Of,

BULWER-LYTTO.N'S DRAMA

fhe purpose of this thesis is to show Bulwer-Lytton's
contribution to the English drama of the middle .Nineteenth
Century.

I beoame interested in this subjeot through a study

of .Nineteenth century literature.

!rho ugh numerous poets and

novelists of this period have won lasting recognition, the
dramatists have been obscure.

Thus, I determined to find out

why most English students are familiar with Dickens, Thaokeray,
Browning, Wordsworth, &.nd Shelley, but why each one asks, "Was
there any well-known dramatist in the first half of the Nineteenth Century?"
First, I found that this subject has been discussed very
little; histories of the drama have passed quickly over the
period between Sheridan and Robertson.

The only book which I

found purporting to analyze thoroughly this dramatic period
was E. B. Watson's From. Sheridan to Robertson, and even it
dealt ohiefly with conditions of the stage rather than with
the plays themselves.

It reveals the deplorable situation

of the early Nineteenth Century theatre, the handi.oaps with
which pl$y-Wrights had to oontend, SUCh.8S the ignorance of
theatre-goers,and the utter laok of interest of the literati
in the stage.

Finding, upon further inv.estigation. that the

actor-manager o.f Drury Lane and l.ater of Haymarket Theatre,
i

ii
William MaareadJ, struggled alone to "elevate the stage,"
I read Macready's diary and, in it, learned of BulwerLytton' 8 dramatic oareer t how he began under the guiding
aegis of Kaoready, how he. struggled for recognition and how
he established himself as the leading dramatist of his day_
~romAllardyce

Nicoll's. A History of Earll Nineteenth Ceniurl

Drama I disoovered the need of a thesis on Bulwer-Lytton.
The fact that very little had been done on the subject was
in itself a ohallenge; it was a worthwhile study since it
woul'd furnish information on an otherwise obsoure period in
English dramatic writing and would show the transition between Sheridan and Robertson; and, furthermore. it would tell
why only Bulwer-Lytton's dramas have survived this period.
The materials for this study consist mainly of articles
in literary periodicals from 1831 through 1931, oritioisms by
Bulwer's oontemporaries, comments written immediately follOWing his death, and remarks upon subsequent revivals of hie
plays.

I have compiled my material from an exhaustive study

of all articles relating to Bulwer-Lytton found in journals
listed in Pogle' 8 In<l;ex to Periodicals , with special emphasis

-

on documents published before 1850, Reader's Guide to Periodi-

!.!U, and from some bibliographical material found in the
publioations of the Modern Language Association.

I have also

investigated cross references to other articles found in the
journals.

I have used the official Knebworth edition of

iii
Bulwer-Lytton'e plays. published by his eon in 1882.

For

baokground end source of the plays, I have relied ohiefiy on
Kacready's diary,l 8ince it gives firsthand information about
Bulwer-Lytton's dramatic writings and their public reception,
and on the historical surveys by watson! and NicOll,3 sinoe
I have found that these furnished the best and the only
really complete picture of cO.ndi tj"ona in the theatre during
Bulwer's time.

For biographical material, I haTe relied

mainly on Sadleir'e :Bulow'r" A panorama,4
Bell's lrese Romances,
,
Plays, and Comedies.of Bulwer5 and on Bulwer's only authorized
biograplq, that w;ritten by his son and publiShed in 1883. 6

BY theSis divides naturally into two parts, the background for and the analysis of Bulwer-Lytton's contribution
to Inglish drama.!he background needs two chapters; to give,
first, a survey of the Nineteenth century drama and to point
out the conditions of the theatre at Bulwer-Lytton's time,
and, secondly, to give the facts about Bulwer-Lyttonfs life
and career in relation to the theatre and drama.

I.

'illiam Macreadi,ieiiliitseenoes~ Diaries, and Letters,
edited by P. Pollack, London, I 75.
2. I. B. Watson, Sheridan to RObertson! A Study of the Nineteenth Centu51 London Stage, Harvar university Press,

1126.

3. AllardyceNico11, A History of Earll Nineteenth Centurl
Drama, 1800-1850, ! Tols., cambridge university Press, 1930.
4. Diohae1 Sadleir, :sulwer, ,A Panorama, London: Little, Brown,
and Co., 1931.
5. E. G. Bell, Prose Romances, Plays, and Comedies of Bulwer,
Chicago: W. K. Rill, 1914.
.
6. ,Robert Bulwer-Lytton, L1fe Letters, and Literary Remains
of ~ulwer-Lytton, London, f 883.

iT
In the first chapter of the second part, I shall
analyze Bulwer's first plays, written under Maoready's supervision for the professional theatre; in the second ohapter,
the plays written for amateur theatricals and charitable purposes, as well as his. "closet drama," none of which won
either financial sucoess or literary fame for their author.
I shall study his plays from the standpoint of souroe
material, plot, dialogue, characterization, and mechanical
struc ture. . I shall endeavor, both from my own analySiS and
from cont.emporary criticism,. to show

why

some of hiS dramas

failed and. others .succeeded, how Bulwer ...Lytton dramatize'
ideas tha.t had occurred in fiction, how his plays were indioative of public taste and how representative of his age, and
why many lines from his dramas have been quoted out of their
context.

I shall, more.over, endeavor to show the part Bulwer-

Lytton ,. s drama plays in the transition from the sophisticated
comedy of Sheridan to the beginnings of realism in Robertson,
and to summarize the essential characteristics of Bulwer's
plays, indicating in wbat respeets he is like and in what
respects unlike the other dramatists of his time.

I shall

try to point out why hi. lionel, .Richelieu, and The Lady of
Llons, although written .during this decadent period in English
drama, yet have held the stage for fifty years, have constantly
been reVived, and haTe served as starring vehicles for a consecutive line of outstandingperformer.s.

Moreover, I shall

.

I

v
endeavor to show how and why Bulwer-Lytton has a distinctive
place in the English drama of the middle Nineteenth Century,
why he is representative oj! his
dramas alone have survived •.

pe riod,

and why 80me of' hi8

.,..

i

i

CHAPTER I
A SURVEY OF ENGLISH DRAMA

1800-1850

CHAPTER I
A SURVEY OF ENGLISH DRAJU..

1800-1850

Although at the opening of the Nineteenth century the
Inglish stage oOuld occasionally produce a sophisticated
oomedy or a picturesque melodrama whioh has

~rvived,

middle

Nineteenth Century drama with few exceptions, is little known
today.

There was indeed prolific writing for the stage during

the middle Nineteenth century; but playwrights, who were then
popular, are now almost obscure.
chapte~.

I shall endeavor, in this

to discuss the multitudinous factors contributing to

this condition of English drama: the popularity of the novel
overshadowing the drama, the rigid censorShip of the theatre
and the strict moral code of the Victorians hampering free expreSSion, the public's demand for melodrama crowding out other
types of plays, the unreality of the stage producing dramas
with unfamiliar Situations, the monopoly oonditions restricting managers in their choice of plays, the excessively long
runs of popular pieces discouraging new talent, the actormanager system inhibiting originality, and the varied and dissimilar cla.s8es of theatregoers forcing dramatists to write
playa equally appealing to them all.
One reason for the decadence of the drama was the populari t.y of the novel. among both avid and discriminating readers;
the best literary talent was spent upon the novel rather than
1

2

upon the drama.

Even Bulwer-Lytton, one of the most popular

dramatists, first achieved success with his novels.
Throughout the Nineteenth century such alliance as there
was between the English theatre and English letters was
spasmodic, uneasy, unprofitable. Neither, it seemed, had
mnch to bring the other • • • again the main fault may
have been in the n.tional disposition of the time towards
a certain moral o.ontentment, new found creature comforts,
and the fireside. Great drama, with its emotional
stirrings, and the irony of comedy are the enemies to content; and it i8 not the theatre's business to be at ~ddS
with its publio, as its public will soon make plain.
The author of an artiole, "The Viotorian stage, n attributes the decline of the drama to an increased.interest in
reading:
When books are the luxury of a few, the stage is the
resort of the many. As a taste for reading is diffused,
and the means of gratifying it extended, the hold which
the drama once possessed on the popular mind is naturally
weakened. It is only to be expected,therefore, that with
the decl.1ne of i t.importance, there should be some
dlmtnutioB of its excellenoe; so that both the highly educated and the cultured clasaes, as well as those below
them, no longer find what they want in it, so fully as
they did of 01d. 2
Thus, there is. on the one hand, the novel, disoussed appreciatively by the critios and read eagerly

by

the literary

public; while, on the other hand, completely divorced from
seriOUS consideration by men of letters, we have the outcast
drama.

Frank Marshall wrot •• in 1878, of the difficulties

of dr&matic writing,

1. k. G. lirier, -Some 'iotorlans If!e!d." T§,atre !ttl liga2.
i.
i

sine, Vol. 13; April-M$y, 1929.
Viotorian Stage," fhe Living Ase, Vol. 228; Mar. 16,
1901.

~

3

The difficulties which beset the path of the dramatist
nowadays, who would give us original plays of real
literary merit, are almost insuperable, and it is small
wonder if very few writers are found even to attempt to
overcome them.l
Alao, the regulation that plays could not be printed or published simultaneously with their production, except at the
risk of lOSing the right of presentation, prevented the
dramatist from appealing to the reading public as well as to
the sober judgments of his audience.

For, preViously, a

conSiderable portion of the author's profit had arisen from
the 8ale of the play when printed.
!he clash between the theatre and public morals was another reason for the mediocrity of the plays; better known
authors were reluctant to write for a stage which was certainly
not consistent with the standards of Victorian morals.

For,

in the early Nineteenth Century, the theatre was no place for
a man to take his daughters.

So great was the need of censor-

ship to cheek the increasing tendency of dramatists to appeal
to the lower instincts of the crowd that a censor was appointed
in 1820 •
• • • a University scholar of eminence who had devoted many
years to the study of theatrioal literature, and was able
to oomprehend the soope and province of the theatre. He
oonfined his supervision almost entirely to mat~ers affeoting questions of propriety, and being entirely above all
suspioion of politioal influenoe or peouniary interest, it
W8S very seldom that one of his opinions was disputed. In
faot, so little was heard of him that comparatively few

1. Irani Marshall, "the Drama of the Day in Its Relation to
Literature,"

The Theatre, Aug. 1, 1878.

persona were aware of his existence or of the authority
which he exercieed. l
Jacob Isaac., in an article in the Encyolopedia Britannica,
a180 oomments thus on dramatio censorship:
• • • the drama between 1844 and 1862 was still governed
by a state censor; for which office the Lord Chamberlain
was responsible. and by looal licensing authorities who
could restrict productions either on account of unsuitable
matter such as might give ~oral offense or be a likely
cause of riots and unrest. 2
Larpent and Coleman, oensors until 1836, were officious
rather than official in their duties and so foolishly expurgated many plays.

Moreover. there was a conflict between

the striot prurienoe of the licensers and the practices in
the playhouses themselves.

Since theatre managers had to

fight, with one attraction after another, dullness and insipidity, vulgar sentiment and hypocritical morals, fashionable
fancy. petty and insincere tastes, truly it is a wonder that
even a Bulwer-Lytton could write for such patrons and yet
produce anything of merit.
Critical scholars of this period agree that the early
mid-Victorian stage did

E!l hold a mirror to reality. Bot

only was the playgoer's motive seldom literarr. but it was
not even regarded as the function of dramatic art to hold a
mirror up to human nature, to current manners, or to problems
of the hour or of eternity_

This truly was the key reason

1. "fh. !heatre and Public Morals," The Bation, Vol. 68;
Feb. 9, 189'_
2. Jacob Ieaacs, "Nineteenth century Drama,"
Britannica, 14th edition, Vol. 7.

Enoyclopedia

-

--~-

----------

--~--~----~----~

-----

for the failure of most Nineteenth oentury drama to survive;
for
• • • to the student who wishes to map out the social
land.cape of the time the stage offers extremely little
evidence. In no senae were the actors the abstraots of
their time. Unfortunately, the English stage was so far
divorced from the national culture that it failed totally
to inte.rpret in terms of drama the immensely important
and immenselyexci ting deVelopments in the knowledge t
wealth, and p.ower of mankind. If ever history was throwing material to the playwright, it W&8 then; but the playwright was too busy with importing ~rench trivialities or
concocting the routine of the farces to pay any attention
to his superb opportunities of doing for the theatre what
Dickens and Thackeray were dOing for the novel. 1
In a disoussion of "The Viotorian stage" in The Living Age,
one find. thele further oomments upon the unreality of the
stage:
It may be doubted Whether the dramatists of that day
aimed at producing anyth1ng like real life, l1ke what they
themselves saw either in private life or at their olubs
and taverns. Bow there was a reason at that time why thie
did not affe.ct their general popularity. During the
twenty yeare between 1830 and 1860 the stage was gradually
losing its hold upon the fashionable world; and the
majority of pl~goers neither knew nor cared whether the
seenea set before them professing to represent that world
were true or not. It was suffiCient that they were
thoroughly amusing. The! paid for a good laugh and they
got their meney's worth.
Theatre patrone and produoers 1nsisted upon incidents and
actions being unduly exaggerated; "an exact·and unembellished
copy of what we really see would be insipid or unintelligent"
was an expressed opinion of one unknown theatregoer.

Thu8, as

the gap between life on the stage and life off it became wider

1.

~.

cit.

2. ""!lie Tici'torian stage,"
1901.

The Livins Age, Vol. 228; Mar. 16,
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and more apparent, English drama began to deoline, sinoe
disoriminating drama-lovers no longer gave playwrights their
su.pport.
Webster's offer

of~500

in 1843 tor the "best comedy of

high life" ahows that he, at least, felt the want of something different from the very popular London Assuranoe, a
silly, extravagant farce which came out in 1841.
A writer of the time has said that the frivolity of the
drama seemed an indispensable rel.ief from the seriousness of
life.

Thus, one might infer that the drama of this period

was not only an escape from the drabness of Victorian living,
but also an amusing portrayal of scenes whioh theatre patrons
liked to make believe were real; for no genuine comedy or
tragedy could rise out of

"he level grayness

o~

early Viotorian

society.
Likewise almost nothing of the nation's politioal life
is traoeable in the drama.

watson aooounts for it thus:

The theatre existed solely by the grace of the king and
his ohamberlain; nothing but the most slavish deferenoe was
tolerated on the stage. A perfunotory yearly visit by
royalty to eaoh major theatre. and a few historioal and
regal pageants, given espeoially on the oooasion of ooronation,were about the only interchange of oourtesy. exoept.
of oourse, the ostentatious singing of ~he national hymn
by the entire company, which was a feature of each performance, and Which now survives in the single musical
phrase played hurriedly at the fall of the curtain in all
London theatres. Until the reign of Victoria, royalty
took little or no notice of the drama. and at no time was
the stage allowed to mirror the actions of the government.
Bu.lwer-Lytton, in the prefaoe of the 1841 edition of his
plays. pitied himself because he had to conduot a play
through the period following the Frenoh revolution without

7

being political or talking of starting a republic. l
Everywhere • • • in burlesque, in comedy, and in farce,
there prevailed the same spirit of exaggeration and whimsicality that sought to amuse more by its extravagance
than by its interesting representation of real men and
real events. In Bulwer's MOnel (and other comedies)
there was a suggestion ot the advance made in the actor's
art during the previous deoades; but such work loeked
backward rather than forward tor its inspiration, and its
realistic novelty was merely a compromise with tradition. 2
The types of stages and scenery also greatly limited the
playwright in the scope and structure of his drama.

The in-

troduction of gas lights toward the end of the first quarter
of the Nineteenth century further enhanced the desire for the
spectacular on the stage.

In the plays, Richelieu and

~

Duchess de La Valliere, Bulwer employed many scenes of pageantry and of elaborate stage effects, which were very effective
upon the "apron stage" used at that time, as well as the
dramatic monologue which brought the actor to the front of
the "apron stage."

The effect of these stage conditions

upon the drama is described by Matthews and Lieder:
Since the performer was surrounded on three sides by the
audience, this helped to increase the tendency toward eloquence, loud sounding rhetoriC, and sheer bombast - a tendency which had been inherited from the Elizabethans. As
most of the later theatres were large, and as the stage was
spacious, there came in time to be an elaboration of spectacular effect and of scenic device. Scenery was more or
le88 appropriate and changes of place could be swiftly indicated by the sliding across of. the flats which met in the
center. The action was no longer on a neutral ground - it
was localised by the scenery; and the scenery could be changed
as many times as need be in the course of a single act. 3

1. I. B. latson, From Sheridan to Robertson, Chapter on "London
Life and stage," cambridge: Harvard uniVerSity press, 1926.
2. Ibid., chapter on "Acting in Burlesque."
3. Matthews and Lieder, The Chie~ British Dramatists, chapter
on "The Theatre in England."
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Another important factor influencing the drama of this
time was the struggle over theatre monopolies.

Theatre

monopolies are best explained thus: from 1800 to 1843, by
virtue of the patent rights, Drury Lane and Covent Garden
(and Haymarket during the summer months) enjoyed the exolusive privilege of presenting "legitimate" or "regular" drama.
Legitimate drama was defined, in 1832, a8 a play in Which
the interest of the piece is mental rather than physical.
Macready also defined the term as applying to "a play of
poetic quality or superior literary worth."

SUch plays were

required to have five acts, and these, together with the
"after piece" and often a "ourtain raiser," made the evening's
performance so very long that suggestions were made for a
shortened matinee.

Playwriting was prolific, at this time,

because of the keen competition for public support between
the major theatres, presenting serious drama, and the minor,
or burlesque, theatres.

"Their professional activity, indeed,

was such as well might make even the most prolific of our
modern dramatists bow their heads in admlration."l

Many plays

were produced, unlicensed, before the Examiner had eTen returned the manuscript.

I. !. Watson's book, 'rom Sheridan to Robertson, devotes
a whole chapter to this struggle between the major end the
minor theatres, between the "legittmate" and the "burletta."

I.

ll1ardice Ilcol1, "TWenty Three ThousanK,"
M$6azine, Vol. 13; April, 1929.

Theatre trt8

9

Every effort was made by those who had the interests of
the drama at heart to put an end to the monopoly. iven
the unfortunate and downtrodden writer. for the stage
oame forward in the agitati~ that Arnold's petition to
the king [in December, l83~ had stirred up.l
!he 88me group that had petitioned the king met again on
February 24, 1832, with Bulwer presiding, and made a petition
to Parliament.

This aotion was based ohiefly on two pamphlets

to Tha 0 keray , whioh had been widely oiroulated that year.
The upshot of all this movement was Bulwer-Lytton's
Dramatio Performanoe Bill whioh, in turn, followed upon
the work of the Seleot Committee of parliament, whose
report was presented 4ug. 2, 1832. This bill made it
olear that the only hope for improved dramatio oonditions
lay in the freeing of the theatre from the exacting
restrictions put upon them, and in a reasonable and consistent method of licensing theatrical performances. 2
The Bill passed the House of Commons but was defeated by
the House of Lords.

Bo manager from 1826 to the freeing of

the theatres (Aug. 22, 1843) made the monopoly theatres pay;
and what money was gained se.emed to have come rather from the
circus part of the program than from the legitimate drama.
Even Macready's best efforts failed, and in relinquishing his
management in 1843, he declared that the drama under monopoly
oonditions oould not succeed.

For, by the obligations whioh

the monopoly forced upon them, the managers were forced. however wretchedly. to present a kind of drama for which the
theatres Were not in the least adapted.

It was only after

the abolition of the monopoly of the two patent theatres,

1. !. B. Watson, From sheridan to Robertson, chapter 2,
"Theatrical Monopoly."

--

2. LOc. c.i t.
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Drury Lane and Covent Garden, near the end of the first half
of the century, that smaller theatres came into existence,
diminishing the demand for eloquence, and giving a greater
sense of intimacy.
Since there were many minor theatres which were obliged,
under the monopoly conditions, to present "illegitimate" or
"irregular" drama, there can be no doubt that by far the most
common types of minor pieoes were burlesque., extravaganzas,
revues, fairy plays, melodramas without literary pretensions,
vaudeville, farces, and comediettas, few of which have survived their own period.

This situation was another reason

for the lack of. interest of the literati in the drama.

A

critic of the time made this caustic comment upon the alleged
decadence of the English drama:

"

This was an era of decadence for the English drama, whell
even its privileged theatres could not live on their privilege; but in self-preservation were compelled to adopt the
shameful policy of their competitors, which were everywhere
springing up around them. Thus Shakespeare gave way to
jugglers and mountebanks, to Ohinese giants, and Indian
danCing girls - while foremost of all attractions was a
legless acrobat, suspended from a thread, who with outstretched wings sprang, like a monstrous fly, from floor
to ceiling. Soenes from Shakespeare were, indeed, introduoed as ourtain-raisers or after-pieoes, but in such
mangled and distorted fashion as to be almost unrecognizable, and with such garniture of coarse and vulgar "mise
en scene" as would never have been tolerated in the Eliza'
bethan age. l
One of the greatest influences upon the drama of this, al
in all periods, was the type of theatre patronage; and in order

1. litred Eates, Drama, The Viotorian Edition or, VOl. le,
1903.

11
to understand why the dramatists were not writing noteworthy
plays, we must first see what classes of people were theatre
patrons.

An article, "The Viotorian stage," gives us this

pioture of dramatio patronage:

iUO'

Mrs. Gore won the prize with a oomedy, Quid Pro
but it did not bring back the world of fashion iohe
etalls and boxes. She herself says, "Were the boxes
often filled with those aristocratic and literary elasses
of the community who have absolutely withdrawn their
patronage from the English stage, a new order of dramatio
authors would be encouraged to write, and of performers
to study. !ut no one familiar with the nightly aspeot
of our theatres will deny that they are supported by a
class requiring a very different species of entertainment
- a mere daguerrotype pioture of the manners of the day
would afford little satisfaction to playgoers aocustomed
to the disproportion and carioature established with the
oustom of the stage. nl
Furthermore, s play in the Nineteenth century had to be
Buooessful immediately; beoause of the many expenses for
spectacular effects and the oomparatively low

a~ssion

fee.

a play must oatch the crowd on its first week, or the manager
could not afford to keep it on his bills.

It would be with-

drawn with the stigma of failure, as was the fate of Bu1wer l s
first play, The Duohess de La Valliere.

fhe follOWing state-

ment from the "Dramatic Authors' Society,"

fo~med

in 1830 by

Bulwer-Lytton and other playwrights, indicates even more
diffioulties of the dramatists of this time.
Startling 8S it may seem, conditions prevailed in London
during most of our period similar to those whioh prevented
Shakespeare from publishing his playa. There was no such
thing a. aoting rights. The only hold an author had on

1. "The viotorian stage,"
1901.

The Living Age, 101. 226; Mir. 16,
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hiB property was in the original bargain with the manager
who purchased the manuscript. Generally, this agreement
specified, besides the purchase price. a bonus after a
stated number of perfo.rmanoes; but this was rarely large,
and extended, as a rule, no further than the ninth performanoe. In any event, it was highly desirable for an
author's play to be BtagJd at onoe, but there was no
guaranty to this effeot.~
R. A. Jones, a leading dramatio critic of the later Nineteenth
Century, has this to say conoerning the hard oonditions of a
play's immediate acceptanoe or repudiation by the multitude:
One may get some notion of what a blighting effect this
mast have had upon our drama by imagining the present oondition of English literature if no works had survived ex- 2
oapt those stamped by the immediate acceptanoe of the mob •
.And how has this verdiot of the mob affeoted the state
of English drama?

Melodramas which have oontained the most

prodigious excitement, the most appalling catastrophes, the
most harrowing situations have been the most successful, and
all this without snoh referenoe to probability of story or
oharacter.

The more a play resembled a medley of those inoi-

dents and acoidents which colleot a crowd in the streets, the
more suooessful it was.

For. that the suocess of a pieoe was

usually out Of all proportion to its merit has been the verdiot
.
of subsequent dramatic critiCS. Dutton Cook, in his caustie

.

artiole, "The Right to Hiss." has made these pertinent oomments
on the power of theatre audiences:

1. E. B.

latson, From sherIdan to RObertson, Appendix II,
"Authors' Financial Difflcultle •• "
2. R~ A. Jone., "Theatres in England and the Public,"
Nineteenth centurl Magazine, Vol. 14; p. 441, sept. 1883.
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Critics had grown so riotous17 vivacious, that no more
merc7 was shown to an unsuocessful author than to a
notorious oheat in a pillory. According to Colle7
Cibber. they come now to.a new pla7 like hounds to a
carcass, and all are in full cry sometimes for an hour
together, before the curtain riaes. to throw it among
them. Clbber recommended that the hard oondition of
those who write for the stage should be considered; the
warning to untrie4 genius was, he thought, too terrible;
a latent author might be tempted to the production of a
play and Ihonld be sure that, if not approved. his
manusoript might, at any rate, be dismissed with
decenc7. Pla7s subjected to sueh treatment, the qUieter
portion of the audience terrified, and the skill of the
actors quite disconcerted, seemed rather to fall by
assassins than by a lawful sentence. l
Yet, the introduotion of the stalls, added to the severer
moral tone of a later Victorian epoch, combined to help reform
the general character of the playhouse.

For the presenoe of

fashionable and respectable women in the front of the old pit
helped to subdue the more clamorous occupants of that region.
The early Nineteenth century was almost as full of various
"Systems" a$ modern society is of "isma"; mainly, the system
of aotor-managers, the "star" system, and the system of the
repetition of popular plays, or the "long run."

Eaoh of these

systems became involved with the other systems, and the unfortunate actor was the vietim of them all.
Writers of the early Nineteenth century differ markedly
a8 to the advantages or disadvantages of these various systems
to the stage in general and to the playwrights in partioular.!

"The Actor ~ager," The Fortnightly
pp. 1-19.
"Correspondence," The Fortnightly Review,
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Maorea47 (aotor-manager from approximately 1830 till his
retirement in 1851), was the foremost protagonist of the
actor-manager system.
When Macready began his Covent Garden oareer in 1837,
the literati rallied about him, giving their encouragement and proudly oourting his favor. Prominent among
them were Diokens, Browning, Bulwe r-Lyt ton , and Jerrold.
Acoess to his green room became a highly coveted honor,
even among the great. • • • 014 playgoers, devotees, and
members o~ the profession did ~ll in their power to make
a success o~ this laat stand of the legitimate drama.
Yet, the literary results were disappointing. Besides
the most promising success of Bulwer's LaY: of Lrona and
Bichelieu, and a few poor plays by Knowles, noth ng of
note was accomplished. l
.
Macready's diaries are instructiTe reading; in them one
may readily find many of the obstacles in the path of an aspiring dramatist.

Shakespeare was Macready's standby, but he

reoeived new authors gladly, and wrestled with them for their
success in the untried world of the theatre.

An author need

not have a reputation to obtain favorable reception from this
aotor-manager; he saluted Browning as a poet of great account
upon his first reading of paracelaua; and he recognized
Bulwer'e penchant for historical drama upon
unknown and unpublished play, Cromwell.

fi~.t

reading hie

Yet, M$ereadY'8

theatre was a poor school for renascent drama, too set in its

.

methode, uninspiring, with the actor and his egoiama in full
posa8ssion. 2

1. I.

s.

t.ieon, From Sheridan to Robertson, chapter on
"~loneere of Reform in Dinage~nt, lieready."
2. Frank Drshall, "The Drama of the Day in Its Relation to
Literature," The Theatre, August 1, 1878.
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!fhe "star s7Stem" caused as many irritations for the
aspiring dramatist as did the actor-manager system, for
audiences oame to eee and hear the star rather than the new
play; henoe, the stellar role had to be grossly magnified.
Thie is especialll noted in the predominance of the Oardinal's
part in Bulwer's Richelieu, and of Claude Melnotte'a role in
The Lady of Lyons.

One dramatic critic has thus written about

the character of Richelieu:
Sir Edward Bulwer-Lytton gives us a Riohelieu who is warmhearted, unselfish, with the love of country paramount
over all. By turns, the old man is grand, nay terrible,
then full of sly humor with a keen appreciation of a joke.
If the real Riohelieu differs from the stage Riohelieu,
the author has only taken a poet's license. Riohelieu
mayor may not have been the man we see set before us; no
matter, we have a character that i8 strongly dramatic, full
of great opportunities for the actor, especially so if he
be a comedian as well a8 a tragedian. There are &lso the
ever shifting changes from feebleness of age to indomitable
will and power; the pride and pomp of state, the downfall
and the restoration. What a world of wealth is all this,
to lie within the actor's grasp!

.

Thie oomment explains the great popularity of Richelieu as a
stellar vehiele, from the days of William Macready to Walter
HalDpden.
Some writers derived incalculable benefit from the suggestions and help of the actors and did not hesitate to say

.

80,

as

when Bulwer-Lytton generously acknowledged the great services
rendered him by Macready.
There can be no doubt that Bulwer-Lytton works d "oon amore"
with Kaoready, and that the play was submitted to the actor

x.

I. B.

Watson, From Sheridan to Robertson, chapter on "pioneers
of Reform in Management, M$creadi."

"
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as it grew. Such collaboration is in the best interest of
the stage and should be more frequently in use. l
The many melodramatic effects in Riohelieu, notably the "ooupde-theatre" in the sudden appearance of the Cardinal after
his reported death, all tended to keep the audience sitting
hushed, with bate' breath, until the last words were spoken.
Without Macready's practical knowledge of how to hold a
theatre audience, Bulwer-Lytton might not have built up the
climax with such consummate skill.

Indeed, had there been

more collaboration between experienced actor and literary
dramatist, perhaps more plays of this period would have survived.

For, with the exceptions of The Duchess de La Valliere

CBulwer's first play, produced before he acquired the knack
of stage technique) and The Sea captain (disapproved by
Macready, and later produced under another title), Bulwer's
plays which were produced by Macready, i. e. Riohelieu, MOnez,
and The Lady of

Lyon~,

were his only financial and literary

successes.
This collaboration was not always such a sucoess, however,
for one dramatio critic says of Bulwer's The Ladl of Lyons;
With recent revivals, it has become the custom to omit the
first scene; yet, that is a mistake, for it's the keynote
to the play. The only reason for this mutilation of the
play is that the star actress playing Pauline [Helen
Fauoit in the original] prefers the more effective entrance in the seoond act. 2

1. Loc. cit.

2. 'aiter Gordon, "popular Plays," The Theatre,

NOV.

1, 1881.

1'1

The "star system," furthermore, greatly influenced the playwright's style, because he had to build up one part at the
expense of the other.

Minor parts, usually poorly played,

would often ruin a play.

Up to Maoready's time, there were

only line rehearsals, with no feeling put into the lines at
rehearsal.

The plays, acoordingly, suffered from this sloven-

liness; MacreadJ, on the other hand, insisted that his performers do more than say lines at rehearsals.
This "actor-msnager-star system" of William M$oready
launohed Bulwer-Lytton as a dramatist; for, as Watson explains,
Without apparently deteoting the framework, the sentimentality, and the domestioity of melodrama in the works of
Knowles, BU1wer-Lytton, and Byron, Macready pinned his faith
to suoh authors because they were poetical and because their
plays afforded him his greatest triumph. 1
Macready himself considered Hiche1ieu as his second "in order
of excellence" cf all his tragio and melodramatio roles.

The

only real handioap to Maoready's managerial po1ioy was the
fact that it was always determined by the fear of a rival
aotor.
"

At a period of the drama's greatest shame and distress
Macready had raised the stage out of the mire, and he had
given to it a prosperity - although not satisfying - that
was greater, perhaps, than any it had enjoyed sinoe the
days of Garrick. He had drawn to it the interest and
support of serious workers in the realms of art and letters,
and of the more worthy representatives of the state and
SOCiety. In his Covent Garden speech, he made the modest
boast of "a season unequalled by any not having the attraotion of a new performer for the last sixteen years." He
could have boasted that he had taken the first step toward

1. E. B.

latson, From SherIdan to Robertson, chapter on
"Msoready."

e

----

-----

----------------------

18

restoring the dramatic art of England from its lowest
decline to a pl~ce of respeot and popularity among
thoughtful men. 1
Another system ruinous to renasoent playwrights was the
"long run" of popular plays. Shakespearean reTivals. and the
Hre-hashing" of French drama.

A oontemporary critio wrote.

about the latter;
Nothing oan better illustrate the estimation in whioh
dramatic authors are now held than the fact that any one
who tinkers up a translation of a French play, condensing
and cutting so effectually as to destroy the development
and harmony of the original ••• is ranked by the cultivated playgoer as highly as the man who designs his own
plot, draws his own characters, and depends on his own
brains for the dialogue. 2
So much has already been aaid about public taste in the
drama of the middle Nineteenth century that only a few further
remarks will be made here concerning Which plays were popular
with the theatre-going public.

Those which were most success-

ful were: Black-Eled Susan and The Rent

])ajl

by Douglas Jerrold,

Virginius and The Love Chase by J. S. Knowles, London'Assurance
and The Prima Donna by Dian Boucicault, The Ticket of LeaTe Man
and Our American Cousins by Tom Taylor. A Tale of MYsterl (from
P1xerecourt) by T. Holcroft. A Blot in the 'Scutcheon by Robert
Browning. and Bulwer-Lytton's A LaSl of Lyons, Riohelieu, and
MOnel-

Bulwer-Lytton's three dramas, moreover, attained such

a peak of popularity that one commentator has said, "When the
playgoer concerns himself about stage literature, he puts

1. Loc. cIt.
I,

2. Frani Marshall, "The Drama of the Day in Its Relation to
Literature," The Theatre, Aug. 1, 1878.

l'

Shakespeare and Bu1wer-Lytton, Goethe and Knowles into
tolerable niohes in his ourious stucco Pantheon of the
Legitimate. nl The drama of 1800-1850 also included the
dramatizations oX popular novels, notably those of Soott,
Diokens, Thackeray, and Bulwer-Lytton.
The indifference of the literary oritics to the drama,
as being inferior in literary quality to the novel, caused
the dramatists to bestow less time and less care upon works
which, at best, were aocorded such scant notioe as The Ladl
of Lyons reoeived in the Times:

The whole criticism did not occupy more than a third
of a column. It runs thus: "The play kept up an interest
which prevented tedium • • • We perceive the form is
superior to the construction, the characters are the overdrawn characters of melodrama. Claude, who, in a fit of
ill-humor, is persuaded to be an impostor, yet turns out
to be a prodigy of valor • • • There are Republiean claptraps. Surely if hereditary dignity is to be attacked,
the stage of Covent Garden need not be the platform whence
such sentiments are uttered • • • n Thus, it will be seen
that the leading ~ournal made a dead set against the sentiment of the play.
Another reason for the failure of middle Nineteenth
Century drama to survive was the fact that dramatists consciously addressed their readers instead of their hearers.

H. A. Beers thus comments,
In the Nineteenth Century, English poets who adopted the
dramatic framework did not write for the theatre. They did
not expect their pieces to be played, and they addressed
themselves consoiously to the reader. When one of them had
the luok to get upon the boards it was an exception,and the

1. H. B.

free, "The lctor Manager," The Jortnightly ReView,
Vol. 54; July, 1890.
2. Walter Gordon, nThe Lady of Lyons," The Theatre, Nov. 1, 1881.
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manager generally lost money by it. Thus, in the late
thirties and early forties, in one of those efforts to
elevate the stage, Kaoready rallied the literati to his
aid and presented, among other pieces, Bulwer's
Rio.helieu and The Lay of Lyons. The only titles on the
11st that secured a permanent foothold on the repertoire
of the playhouses were Bulwer's two pieces, which were
precisely the most flimsy, from a literary point of view~
To summarize, so many faotors kept the stage in its unreal and backWard state during the middle Nineteenth century
that one marvels how any dramatist of worth could have survived.

Theatre patronage was both varied and variable; no

longer were audiences merely Londoners with the pit as a god.
Plays which had to interest a noisy gallery as well as to
app,al to the educated playgoers, who, though infrequent in
attendance, were extremely critical, were very difficult to
write for the meager remuneration received.

Then, too, few

literary men cared to brand their professional reputation with
the stigma of a failure merely because their plays had failed
to win the instantaneous approval of the masses.

The best

li terary talent was then writing for the novel, which was not
as rigidly censored as the drama.

.

There was general dissatis-

faction with the stage because of its unreality; yet, only
melodramas could win much financial or popular success, and

•

eTen the melodramas were hampered by the various "systems"
of actor-managers, excessively long runs of popular pieces,
exaggeration of the stellar role, and the stage limitations

1. ft. 1. Beers

iiRetrospects of the Drama, Ii
can Review, Vol. 185; pp. 623-634.
t

The North xmeri ...

.
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imposed by the monopoly conditions.
'rom this morass of seemingly insurmountable obstaoles,
out of this "dark age" of the theatre, one playwright di4
emerge whose Riohelieu is as intriguing a role for Walter
Hampden today as it once was for William Maoresdy. ·For
Edward Bulwer-Lytton took up s literary ohallenge that
Maoresdy offered and wrote dramas whioh attempted to improve
stage conditions.

Some of these plays have survived to shaw

to subsequent generations many of the faults and muoh of the
best in the Nineteenth Century drama •

..
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CHAPTER II

BULWER-LYTTON'S LIFE IN RELATION
TO THE DRAW. OF THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

OR.&PfER II
BULWER-LYTTOW'S LIFE IN RELATIOI
TO !'HE DRA:MA. OF THE NINETEENTH CENTURY
Behind the drama is the man himself; hence, behind the
plays of Bulwer-Lytton is the fascinating drama of this playwright himself, a drama unrivalled by any of his own works.

"An Ibsen husband married to a Strindberg wife," i8 the way
in which The London Nationl conceives the ill-starred union
of Lord and Lady Lytton, that unhappy marriage which Virtually
forced him into literature.
In this chapter I shall endeavor to explain, first,

wh7

and how Bulwer-Lytton became a literary man; second, why and
how he became a dramatist; and third, how he achieved his
dramatic success in spite of numerous obstacles.
Edward George Earle Bulwer, son of General Earle Bulwer
and Lady Elizabeth Lytton, was born in London, M*y 25, 1803,
and studied at Cambridge. where he won the Chancellor's medal
in 1825, a gold medal given for an English prize poem.

That

early victory gave him more pleasure than any literarysucces8
in later life.

Fraser's Megazine, however, ridiculed both the

verae and the author, an early act of hostility which Bulwer
felt was prophetic of the reception of all his work by the
periodical press.

1.

This fact accounts, in part, for his con-

lliard J. theeler, "BUlwer-LYtton as an IllustratIon of tne
tragedy of the Literary Temperament," Current Opinion,
Vol. 56, Jan. - June, 1914.
22
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tinuous antagonism toward the critics.

In his autobiography,

written in a mature style when the author was only twenty-two,
he attempts to vindioate his first works, whioh had been
violently orit1oized, and a180 to just1fy h1s popularity,
wh10h had already by 1825 beoome manifest.

The Bookman says

of this time in his life,
fhe story of the first twenty-two years of Bulwer-Lytton's
l1fe, as told by himself, mates entertaining reading and
throws a vivid light on the England Of his time • • • the
sprightly autobiography stopped at the point where the
trag.~ [his unhappy marriag~ began.~
There was an unUsually close bond between Edward and his
mother; he was her favorite son and she enoouraged his early
literary efforts 1n every possible way.

Determined that he

should have every opportunity to develop his talents, she
made him a liberal allowanoe, permitted him extensive travel
on the Continent in the "gentlemanly style n which was then
the fashion, and encouraged his habits of voracious reading.
This latter faot subsequently served him well in the historical background necessary for some of his plays.

Piqued that

the entailed Bulwer inheritance should go to the elder son at
her husband's death, Mrs. Bulwer got court permission to use
her maiden name of Lady Lytton, to restore the Lytton estates,
and to endow her favorite son with much of her own patrimony.
In 1844, Edward also inherited his mother's estate of Knebworth

1. "Bulwer-Lytton's story," a review of hiB biography written
by his grandson, the Earl of Lytton, 2 vols., Macmillan,
1914.
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and assumed the surname of Lytton; in 1866, he was raised to
the peerage ae Lord Lytton.

This explains the anomaly of his

dual name.
BlackWood'. Edinburgh Magazine-echoes the consensus of
critical opinion in this statement about Bulwer's eduoation
and its effeot upon his literary efforts:
A true child of his age, he was fantastio, sentimental,
and fashionably morbid. From the first, he believed himself endowed with special gifts and marked out for a
special destiny. His education, narrow and self-consoious,
had almost wholly eradicated from his nature the valuable
quality of humor. He was what today we should call a prig;
he was prepared to view his slightest action with a profound seriousness; and he posed before the world as a
lettered exquiSite and the near rival of Benjamin Disrseli. l
Since his first writing was solely for literary recognition and to display a Rgentlemanly hobby,R Bulwer delighted
in showing his literary versatility by alternating classical
quotations with thieves' slang, enjoyed contrasting his curled
and perfumed exquisites with such unsavory oharacters as
Job Johnson and Brimstone Bese.
His first love affair. ethereal in its youthful tenderness and soon ended by her forced marriage,2 was translated
into the ethereal unworldliness of Louise'S love for King Louis
in Bulwer's first play, The Duchess de La Valliere.
Bulwer's meeting with Rosina Wheeler and their subsequent
marriage changed his whole life and was responsible for his

1. "BUiwer-Lytton, the Man and His Work," BlackWood's Ed1n2.

burfh Mafazine, Vol. 173, May, 1903.
"Bu~wer- ytton's Story," a reView, The Bookman, Vol. 38,
Jan. 1914, pp. 470-474.
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beginni~g

a serious literary career, since his mother, in

anger at his wedding, stopped his allowance.

An observer

who watched the lovers, in April, 1828. noted in Bulwer-Lytton
"that aristocratic something bordering on hauteur" which reminded the onlooke.r of the passage, "Stand back, I am holier
than thou."

fhe S8me observer, dazzled by the lOTeliness of

Miss Wheeler, 3udged that it would be best "to regard her as
we do some

beauti~ul,

caged, wild creature of the woods - at

a safe and secure distance."

It was not strange, perhaps,

but unfortunate, that Bulwer-Lytton failed to notice the lack
of moral delicacy in the beautiful creature who lured him.
But his mother was under no delusion regarding ROBina and
declared firmly that her son should never marry "a penniless
girl whose education had been so flagrantly neglected, who
was vain and flighty, with a mocking and a conspicuous lack

o~ principle. "1
Yet, marry they did; the result was tragedy.

The London

Nation said,
He married her in the end from a sense of duty because
he had. in the deepest measure, compromised her. cast off
by a disapproving and angry mother, he had to work to make
ends meet in a highly expensiTe home, a matter of~ 3,000
a year. His inoe.ssant work in literature and journalism
meant that he had little time to spare for his wi~e • • •
quarrels followed, and scenes before servants, and reconoiliations, till the breaking point was reached and husband
and wife lived apart - the wife comforting herself with
drink and revenging herself by accusing him of all manner
of Wickedness on obsoene postcards; the husband trying to

1. Loc. cIt.
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have her shut up in a lunatic asylum. l
ETen the circumstances of their marriage were strange;
after Bulwer had quickly beoome betrothed to Rosina, the engagement was broken because of his mother's opposition.
Rosina "pined away" and, making him think she was ill, aSked
him to oome for a last good-bye.

Reluotantly, he did so.

Aocording to the strict Victorian standards, during this short
interview he had oompromised her, beoause they were unchaperoned and also publicly engaged; and so, he felt dnty-bound to
marry her.

His mother blamed Rosina; and he himself was torn

between his duty to and his love for his mother and Rosina.!
Bulwer, later, translated this conflict of filial versus
romantio love into hie plays, as love against honor, and as
parent against sweetheart.

Hie mother, deeply angry that her

favorite son had married against her wishes, immediately
stopped his allowance; and the young author, who had written
for pleasure, wae now forced to write for bread.
Bulwer's marriage and its tragic results were predominant
in the career of the man and poisoned it deeply to the
latest hour of his consoiousness • • • his love and hie
{!ubsequentj hatred alike spurred him to aotion. 3
And aotion there had to be; for at the age of twenty-five, he
began his professional oareer Which was to end in drudgery.

1. Ilwara 3. wheeier, "Eulwer-tYtton as an Illustration of the
fraged7 of the Literary Temperament," Current Qpinion,
Vol. 66. Jan. - June, 1914.
2. Edmund Goese, "Life of Bulwer-Lytton," The Fortnightly
Review, Vol. 100, Dec. 1913.
3. Loc. oit.

'--------
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He was now to write, not for fame, or for pleasure (as
when under his mother's gentle influenoe), but for bread.
And in the acceptance of hiS obligation, all his mental
gifts and foroe of character were subjected to the
severeet regimen by his practioal judgment. He knew well
that, if his pen were to support him, it must be both
popular and prolific. He resolutely resisted the allurement of those departments of literature which most
attracted him. In literature's lowest and obscurest
regions, he toiled unremittingly. The single objeot for
which he now wrote was to pay his way through the world
from year's end to year's end, owing no man anything.
And what unknown, unreoorded drudgery to compass this
one poor desperate end!l
His son also comments on Bulwer's industriousness, "The
fortune on which my father married had no other sources than
his well-stored portfolio, his teeming brain, and his indefatigable industry."2
Rosina herself managed the household so extravagantly
that Bulwer would have been deeply involved in debt had he
not taken matters into his own hands, for he did have a
"remarkable faculty of making money go far and getting the
most out of it"; indeed, he was able to "live well on little
means without Shabbiness'or debt.- 3

For, one oommonplace

virtue was indeed his; he was exceptionally industrious.
The demon of work pursued him from his cradle to his
grave; the mere speed at which he produced his stories,
his plays, and his pamphlets should convinoe us that when
enee he had set himself down to his desk, he lost all
aooount of time. To Richelieu and The Lad~ of Lyons, his
greatest dramatic suocesses, ne devo~ed a ortnight

1. Robert BUiwer-Lytton, Life, Letters, and Literary Remains
of Bulwer-Lytton.
2. Loe. alt.
3. Loe. olt.
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apieoe. The faot that he was suoh a prodigiously prolific
writer explains why he is now read with les8 appreoiation
than he onoe was ••• That whioh is written with so sublime an east proves, in the long run, the most diffioult
of reading.
Bulwer-Lytton, immediately and without apparently the
slightest diffioulty, develeped a literary industry the
sober reoord of whiob ~,proaohes the fabulous. Walter
Soott alone may be held to have equalled it. The giants
of popular fiction did, indeed, enjoy larger single succeSses than Bulwer-Lytton did, but none of them, not
DiCkens himself, was so uniformly suooessful. Everything
he wrote sold as though it were bread displayed to a
hungry crowd. 2
Blackwood'. Edinburgh Magazine ofters this explanation of his
immediate popularity;
He met with an immediate suocess, for he was able to give
the people preoisely what they wanted without effort, and
he was preoisely the sort of man whioh the people, in
1828, were inclined to worship. He was well-born; and he
had already oreated about himself an air of indolent
feppery; wherefore, he made an instant appeal to a democracy whioh, already consoious of ooming reform, still oondesoended to be amused by the gentry. And if the people
understood him, he understood the people. He followed the
shifting taste a. a doot~r follows the changing te~~ra
ture of a fever patient. 3
Although it was his personal obligations, oaused by his
unwise marriage, whioh drove him to write for a living, yet
the vicissitud.s of his private life did not interfere with
his work.

For his son says, "Throughout a life more ravaged

than that of most men by domestic griefs and violent emotions,
he retained a Singular power of ooncentrating all hiS faoulties

1. 'lu1wer-Litton, the Min and His lork,w Biaokiood'S
burSh MagaZine, Vol. 173, May, 1903.

2. Edmund GOsse, "Life of Bulwer-Lytton,"
Revie., Vol. 100, Deo. 1913.
3. "BUiwer-Lytton, the Man and His Work,"
burgh Magazine, Vol. 173, May, 1903.
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on the intellectual task of the moment.- l
!hree people, unwittingly, were responsible for Bulwer's
literary career; his mother encouraged his early and preoocious talent for writing, his wife forced him to write for a
living, and Maoready persuaded him to wri1e for the stage.
Since I shall, in the next chapter, discuss the influence of
his real life situations upon his writing, I shall now state
merely that Bulwer employed his imaginative talent in

develop~

ing dramatic plots and vivid characterizations which might
offer him an escape from his own unhappy reality.

Often he

buried himself in his work to forget the ceaseless torment.
of his domestic life.

His son remarks.

w• • •

their author

had himself passed through the trials and surmounted the
difficulties of situations Similar to those he describes. n2
So much has been written of Bulwer-Lytton's brief thoUgh
brilliant political oareer that here it will be m.utioned
only in its influence upon hie writing.

Hie resouroeful

eloquenoe, developed through his political addresses, is

1. Rober' Bulwer-Lytion, Life, Letters. and Literary
2.

"

Remains of Bulwer-Lytton.
(On his death, Bu!wer-Lytton left all his papers to
8 son with instruotions that no one else was to write
his life. As soon as his publio work allowed, the son
carried this out as a sacred duty. Be published a part of
it in l88Z, but hiS death in 1891 left it unfiniShed.
Henoe, the grandson a180 felt it his sacred duty to oomplete a full biography. ne built his biography upon the
unfinished one of his father oontaining Bulwer's paper.
and letters, as well as upon Buiwer'. autobiography.
!he.e two biographies, therefore, oontain the only complete and reliable aocount of Bulwer's life.)

Ilid.

constantly being employed in his dramae to feature the star
actor.

The fact that "he aoted in sympathy with every popu-

lar aspiration for the political, sooial, and intellectual
improvement of the Whole national life"l may have been
responsible for his collaboration with Maoreaar in. writing
plays to "elevate the stage."

Furthermore, because "he waa

an ardent reformer wherever he recognized a rationaL promis8
of praotical improvement,n2 he championed the oause of perseouted dramatists by helping the "Authors' Aot of 1833" to
be passed. 3 Another signifioant faot is that Bulwer's most
brilliant politioal oareer was from 1831 to 1841, while his
three most suooessful plays were written in 1838, 1839, and
1840.

Beoause of domestio difficulties Which affeoted his

publio life, Bulwer quit politics in 1841 but entered it again
in 1862.

Yet, during this later period in politics, as well

as in his dramatic writing, he seemed content to rest upon
his laurelS; hence his accomplishments were mediocre.

one

may conolude, therefore, that his political career helped him
in his dramatic writing, and that his fight with his political
opponents gave him the courage necessary'to battle with hostile theatre audiences.

Furthermore, he direotly used his

political influence for the alleviation of dramatic

1. RObert BUlwer-LYtton, "SketCh of the pOlItIcal LIfe of

the Late Lord Lytton," Lippincott's M$gazine, Vol. 14,
July - Deo. 18'4.
2. Robert, Bar1 of Lytton, Life, Letters, and Literary
Remains of BUlwer-Litton.
3. !. B~ Watson, From ~herldan to Robertson, Appendix II.
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difficulties for he " • • • indnced the House to appoint a
committee of inquiry into the drama, with a view to extinguishing the monopoly then enjoyed by the two royal
theatres."l
DarnleZ and

Two of Bulwer's late and little known playa.
~alpOle,

dealt indirectly with political situa-

tions; even The Lady of Mion!, his early success, was falsely
aocused of promnlgating

re~lutionary

tendencies.

As has been previously mentioned, Bulwer-Lytton's
writings were immediately popular with the public and immediately criticized severely by the literary critics.

The

reTiewer for The Living Age praises Bulwer for not letting
his popularity mar his skill:
Perhaps no popular writer has had greater temptations
to encourage, in the growth and application of his genius,
what certainly no man has more steadily chastened and subdued. AS the brilliance of success never gave him overweening confidence, neither has occasional non-success
damped his energy or betrayed his just confidence in the
power Which has at last won general and earnest recogni.
tion. 2
He achieved a phenomenal popular success, both in public
recognition and in sorely needed remuneration.

The "beau

ideal" of his day, Buwer satisfied the romantic standard that
a man should sucoeed at everything his 'hand touched.

Some

ladies, grateful that "Pelhamiem" (from his first novel.

-

ham)

had cast out "Byranism t

"

l!!-

gave him a splendid dressing-

I.

BUlwer-Lytton, Robert, "Sketch of the pOlitical Life Of
the Late Lord Lytton," Lippingott's MagaZine, Vol. 14,
Ju17 - Dec., 1874.
2. "!he Poetical and Dramatic Works of Sir Edward BulwerLytton, Bart," a review, The Living Ase, Vol. 33,
Apr. - June, 1852.

i..--_ _ _ _ _
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case with a

Ta~iety

of hand-looking glasses, an indication

of hi. great personal sppeal.
Ris wife, perversely enough, did everything in her
power to hinder his career; but her spiteful efforts, caused
by Jealousy of his literary fame, only inoreased his popularity.

Lyndon Orr says of her jealous bitterness,

His young wife, who ought to have appreCiated the sacrifice which he had made for her, failed utterly to understand it. In the course of a few years, she began to feel
that she was deeply wronged. Her mind became perverted
with a sense of bitt!rness and her whole nature appeared
gradually to ohange.
She so oonfused facts with fancy that one can put little
credence in her accounts of what actually happened.

Her per-

seoution of him continued for fifty-five years until her death.

-

She even wrote two nOTels, Very Successful, and The World and
Ris Wife, in whiah, under thin disguises, he was held up for
reprobation.

She published many vituperative pamphlets at her

own expense, for no publisher would take them.

She even

reViled her husband in letters to his constituents when he was
seeking office.

When one of Bulwer's plays was to be

presented at Devonshire House, a benefit performance for indigent actors, Mrs. Bulwer threatened to
throw an egg at the ,ueen.

sec~e

admiSSion and to

Yet, his wife's scandalous com-

plaint. succeeded only in arousing public curiosity and in
augmenting Bulwer's increasing popularity.

1. LJndon Orr, "BUlwer-Lytton as a Husband," !Ke Bookmin,
Vol. 23, May. 1906.
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Not only was Bulwer personally popular, but his novels,
and later his plays, were a great financial success.

Bulwer-

Lytton oame on the English scene simultaneously with Disraeli,
representing a reaction from the tragedy of the Napoleonic
wars to the cynicism and frivolity which then oonstituted the
English form of dandyism.

Ris novel, "Pelham," left a perma-

nent mark on society in the advice of the hero's mother to
her son, to wear black for evening dress, " ••• for people
must be distinguished to do so.w l Blackwood'. Edinburgh
!!iasine eays, " • • • of !ttlwerts sucoess there is as little
doubt as of his versatility, and we should not oondemn too
heavily the vanity of him who won all the suffrages."

2

Bulwer-Lytton's popularity was indeed surpassed only by
his extraordinary versatility.

Edmund Gosse is amazed at

Bulwer's varied literary skill:
If we examine his books, we mus.t be astonished at their
variety. He treated the sooial life of his own day, he
dived into speotral romanoe, he revived the beautiful
oeremonies of antiquity, he evoked the great shades of
English and of oontinental history - he wrote comedies
and tragedies, epios and epistles, satireS and lyrios.
His oanvasses were myriad, and he crowded everyone of
them with figures. Perhaps his best claim to regard is
the insatiability of his human ouriosity, eVinced in the
almost infinite variety of his compositions.

"

Critics generally agree that one of the greatest reasons

1. Idobae! Se.dlelr, :Buwer! a Panorama; Edward and Rosina,
(1803~1836)

London, 193 •

2. "Bulwer-Lytton, the Man and His Work,"
burgh ~azine, Vol. 171, Kay, 1903.
3.

IGin.!

sse, ""Life of Bulwer-Lytton,"
Review, Vol. 100, Dec. 1913.
I
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for Bulwer's popularit7 was that, exoept in a few rare intervals of unusual talent, he was nothing more than the high
expression of his age.

Oue literary critio has remarked of

Bulwer's idealism in his writings:
••• he gives you the impression that he writes With no
other object than to elevate the race. ae is consumed bl'
a fierce flame of sentimantalit7 • • • • Not only himself,
but the heroes of his creation seem to wear a halo about
their head8.~
lurthermore, Miohael

~adleir,

in his book has found it diffi-

cul t to .epara te the au thor from his characters:
~he great obstacle to any appraisal of him ~BulwerJ as
a writer is the manifold variety of his disguises. He is
forever pretending and not only to the world but to himself, also. Further, he was that difficult blend of creative artist and student of literature who almost ineVitably
develops a literary, side by side with a human personality,
and inclines to elaborate the former into as many subpersonalities as knowl.edge or fancy may suggest. Thus,
self-consciousness became his natural medium of expression.!

80 successful were Bulwer's first novels that he even dared

to publish later ones anonymously. to the dismay of his publishers, yet with shreWd suooess.

He even used Pelham, his

first novel, as a means of identification and, for years, was
content to be known as "!he Author of Pelham."
the smart phrasing and witty catch-phrases.

People liked

Bulwer not onll'

manufactured such phrases by the gross t (among his dramas,
Ibnel is the best example of this) but he also performed the
1.w!rhe First Lorn Lytton," Blackiood's Eninburgh MagaBine,
Vol. 194. July" Deo. 1913.
2. Michael Sadleir, Bulwer, a panorama, Edward and ROSina,
Vol. 1, (1803-1836).
•

--------~~-
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exceedingly difficult task of persuading the public to read
them.
It was this popularity that gave Bulwer courage to write
for the difficult theatre and that furnished the critics with
ocoasion for more attacks.

Lewis Melyille, in !he Bookman,

has praised Bulwer's ability to retain his popularity, in
spite of many obstacles;
Though during his life he was attacked with almost unparalleled bitterness, since his death, the critics have
left him severely alone, which is an unaccountable negleot
cons.idering some of his really great works • • • • Praise
must always be the portion of this literate author for the
untiring and unflagging industry which he displayed; and
beoause, in spite of almost overwhelming temptation to
over-production, he always wrote With care and neYer put
upon a market, awaiting his work with open arms, a book
indifferentlywritten.l
!here were many reasons for the antagonistic attitude of
the critics; it began when Bulwer first won the prise at Cambridge for his poem, "Soulpture."

Fraser's Magazine then

lampooned this precocious youngster who dared to rival men
already established in the field of literature.

He

was called

"a horrid puppy," "conceited," and "insufferably dull."

fhi.

attitude was later taken up by other oritical journals and
oontinued to be their general opinion of Bulwer from 1830 to

1860.

Thus, his early oritios had based their oriticism on

his works; indeed, since the young man was tl'l11y handsome,
wel1·born, precocious, egOistiC, then pampered by his mother,

1. Lewis lelville, "the Centenary of BUiwer-Lytton," The
Bookman, Vol. 17, July, 1903.

-
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and extremely opinionated, it is reasonable to assume that
his personality had been so objectionable to his literary
elders that they were unwilling to judge his work without
pre3udioe.

Thi8 attitude, first takea by 'raser's M$gazine.

was perSistently pursued by his critics for many years.
Although most of the contemporary periodicals criticized
Bulwer, yet some ardently championed him; BlaCkwood's Edinburgh MagaZine and The Fortnightly Review were as frequently
his partisans as Fraser's Magazine was the leader of his
enemies.

In one of the articles in BlaCkwood's Edinburgh

MagaZine, Lytton is even linked with Shakespeare 88 a dramatist, and his Money is mentioned as a "play that has remained
a classic for stxty years."l
Michael Oadleir attributes to jealousy the hostility Qf

-

Lockhart, who came to London in 1825 as editor of The
Quarterll.2 Lookhart depreoated Bulwer in The QBarterl" and
Bulwer gave back in his The New MOnthl: better than he
received.

Lockhart, then, with Maginn and Thackeray, used

'raser's Magazine, still relentlessly hostile, to publish
;

savage diatribes against Bulwer.

Furthermore, Charles M.

Westmacott, who, as the sooial scavenger of the day, edited
The Ase, was on his trail; and it was upon Westmaoott that

1. -!hi Victorian Drama," Blaokiood'S Edinburgh Magazine,

Vol. 167, Jan. 1900, pp. 98-100.
2. Salleir, Miohael, Bulwer, a panorama, 1803-1836, London,
1931.
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Bulwer turned with pardonable fury.
fhe critios also criticized Bulwer's work

8S

"theatri-

cal," "artificial as to style," and "affeoted in sentiment."
Ris works, especially his plays, are indeed full of exalted
sentiment and flowery speeches, one reason for their populari ty with the public; but this was the fault of the age
rather than

o~

the indiVidual.

also due to a misunderstanding.

fhe critics' antagonism was
For. his literary contem-

poraries, not knowing his economic and financial needs,
resented his entering the field of prOfessional writing, and
bitterly censured this son of a wealthy woman for taking
bread from the mouth of poor authors.

Bulwer-Lytton was

usually too proud and disdainful to explain.
Furthermore, Bulwer apparently lost his head completely
at his phenomenal sucoess, for his workS were immediately
"best seller," a popular suocess because of a universal publie
aoclaim, which aroused the hoetile envy of the critics.

Yet,

his works, like his education and training, were a fine blend
of worldliness and Byron1sm, of high society and raffishness.
They alternately bristled With epigram and rustled with pomposi ty.

Sentimen. tal and sparkling by turns, invariably

succeSSful, how could their public reception fail to assure
the author that he was, in very truth, a man of genius?
"Even at the moment when he was the hero of eTery parlor in
England," said Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine, "he was pleased

----------

.--.----.--.-

to insiet that he was misunderstood, that the press was in

8

conspiracy to ruin him."l
Bulwer constantly assumed a belligerent attitude toward
the critics and seemed to await their diatribes.

Many

of

their criticisms he disdainfully ignored; others he attacked
with bitter rebuttal.

Few writers have encountered, in their

own time and after their death,
have survived it.

80

much adverse criticism and

The reviewers were unwilling ever to give

him any literary credit, and it was a oonstant souroe of
resentment to him.

The Quarterly Review never mentioned

Bulwer without oontempt until 1866, when the publioation of
his works, in forty-three volumes, foroed it to oensider this
indefatigable and popular writer with a measure of respeot.
I have mentioned these faots in Bulwer-Lytton's life

which I have felt were pertinent to the high point of his
biography, from the view of this theSiS, namely,
he beoame a dramatist.

I

!hl and

~

have explained his early interest

in and talent for literature, his habits of voraoious reading
which furniShed the baokground for hie historical novels and
play•• his necessity for rapid and prolific writing, the
popularity and financial success of his earlier workS, his
fight with the oritios for literary reoognition, the oorrelation between his politieal and literary careers, and the

1. "!U1wer-Lytton, the

Man and His Work,"
'burgh Kagsz;ne, Vol. 173, May, 1903.

Blackwood's Edln-'

3'
biographioal references in his writings to hi. conflict between his mother and his wife.

Bulwer-Lytton, in 1836, was

a popular hero, a success to his publishers, and a target for
the critics when, because of his friendship for William
lac ready , he deoided to enter the unfamiliar and difficult
field of the drama.

Diametrically opposite to his novelist's

beginning was Bulwerts entrance as a dramatist; whereas his
first novels were an immediate popular and financial success,
lampooned by the critics, and seldom read after his own lifetime, yet his first play was a failure, none of his dramas
were f1nancial successes and were only 1ndifferently treated
by the critics.

Yet, three of h1s plays were successfully

produced long after his death.

His historical drama,

Riohelieu, is even conSidered a classic and is often produced
in a Shakespearean repertOire.
Beoause of Macready's expressed desire to render the
theatre worthy of the patronage of intelligent folk, BulwerLytton himself first wrote for the stage, although several of
his novels had already been dramatized.

These are some of

the comments that were later made about these dramatized
nOTels;
One of the earliest experiments of the Bowery Theatre in
the seaeon of 1830-1831 was the dramatization of paul
Clifford, given Sept. 28, 1830. • • • Mrs. HaIIb liiiP!'ayed
Luoy irandon, and 1t is probable that she made the dramatization of Paul Clifford, as ahe did later of other Bulwer
books • • • 8 play on PaUl Clifford was also acted at
Covent Garden Theatre, !n NOV., la!5 ••• Eugene !ram was
published in 1832. The tragic story at once engaged the

-~--

--------

dramatists, and subsequent collaboration. of Skillful
adaptors and able actors has confirmed its popularit1 on
the stage in a degree beyond anythIng aLse with the
Bulwer stamp. One of the first versions was that produced at the Surrey Theatre. London, in 1832, the work
of W. f. MOnorief, the playwrlght. l
To prove further that Bu1wer was a good judge of dramatic
material,
• • • it is interesting to put in evidence the fact that
while the novelist was writing Eugene Aram he became so
impres.ed with the dramatio value of the story that he set
to work upon a tragedy of the same theme, and abandoned
the work only after he had oompleted two acts. This fragment haa appeared as an addendum to the novel.!
"fhe

~alt

Days of FOmpeii has been many time. dramatized and

has engaged the servioes of a historical list of Amerioan
players.

The first theatre was the Adelphia in 1834."1 It

is thus evident that Bulwer-Lytton was sufficiently interested
in the drama and sufficiently confident, because of these
dramatizations, to give eager attention to Macready's desire
to "elevate the stage."
Friendly relations with Wi1lism M$cready and admiration for
that actor's gallant attempt to tdvance his art, turned
Bulwer's attention to the stage, but the circumstances of
the time influenced the shaping of t he works t the selectioJl
of effects, and even the language in Which they were expreseedP
Bulwer-Lytton's first attempt at drama was a play, Cromwell,
which was never produced, although it was publiShed b1 Bradshsw

P.

ti1stsch, "Dramatizations of Bulwer-Lytton,· The Boolmii,
Vol. 1', July, 1903, pp. 471-6.
2.
oit.
3. ·00. oi't.
4. D. I. latson, :From S.heridan to Robertson, Appendix II.
o. E. G. Bell, Prose omances
a s an amedies of BulwerLztto~, Chioago:

1.

foe.

-----

~
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and Knight in May, 1837.

'1
Macready, in his diary, tells whJ:

Aug. 12, 1836. Read over with great attention Bulwer's
play of Cromwell • • • after dinner, we lisoussed the
aub3eot of Cromiell; Bulwer listened with great equanimity
and finally deoided on delaying the publication, oonsidering our reapective suggestions as to the alteration -of the
plot and reoasting it ••• Aug. 28, 1836. Endeavored to
come to some deoi8ion with regard to the plot of Bulwer's
play, but find it more difficult than I had supposed; on
one point I am clear, that to make a play of Cromwell, he
mnst begin "de novo" and be content to lose art he has
already done; patchwork never is of value. l
After this abortive attempt, once more Bulwer-Lytton
wrote a play again on a historical theme, The Duchess de La
Valliere.

Bulwer seemed more sure of himself in the field of

historical plot; for he had already sufficient difficulties
to encounter, with unfamiliar characterization and dialogue
in addition to the difficult stagecraft, then necessarily
important. because of the poor lighting, large theatres with
poor acoustics, and the large "apron" stage.

Macready's

diary tells this story,
• • • he [Bu1wer] told me that he had wri tten a play • • •
that the subject was La Valliere. He handed me a paper,
in which I read that it was dedicated to myself • • • He
wished me to read the play, give my epinion A and that he
would make any alterations I might suggest.~
"

In

his entries for February 24th and 26th, M$cready tells of

his discussion with Bulwer about the new play and of suggested
•

revisions.

Since Bulwer had never actually written for the

stage before and was oognizant of the abortive cromwell,3
he
e

1. WIllIam flicready, Reminiscences, Diaries, and Letters,
edited by F. Pollack, 1815.

2. Ibid., entry for Feb. 23, 1836.

3. roeopy of Cromwell is now available.
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depended very much upon Macready's practical knowledge.
Bulwer's economic needs forced him to drive
for he insisted upon

~

200 down,

and~

8

hard bargain;

5 per night to be

paid through the two following seasons, after which the copyright to revert to him."l
Bulwer's verbosity and intricately involved Situations,
whioh had been popular in his novels, were unsuited to the
stage; Maoready, from the first, had misgivings about the
dramatio sucoess of The Duohess de La Valliere.

He depreoated

Bulwer's enthusiamm by remarking, "Authors are no judges of
the performances of their own plays.n2

Bulwer genuinely

appreoiated Maoready's revisions and usually followed his
suggestions implicitly; because, even on the opening night,
the author expressed to Maoready his gratitude for the aotor's
making him cut out the first scene of the fifth act; which is
still included in the reading version.

Mnoready felt that

this scene was more suitable for reading than for acting.
Macready's vanity as well as his knowledge of theatre

1. WIlliam Macreaay, RemIniscences, DIarIes and Letters,
edited by F. PollaCK, 1S7S, entry for Fet • 26, 1836.

According to the Author's Aot of 1833, for the first time
in English history, aoting rights were secured to authors;
the play was not to be given without the author's oonsent.
A kind of authors' union was then formed; it established
an unwritten and often violated law providing for the
following royal ties: for a 6-e.ct trage dy or oomedy, ~ 10
a night; for a 2-act piece, is '1; and-fJ 5 for a one-aot
interlude (information from Watson's Sheridan to Robertson,
Appendix II).
2. Ibid., entry for Jan. 3, 183'1.

-
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audiences made him insistent upon a

"top-heav~"

stellar role

at the expense of lesser oharacters; then, too, he realised
that often minor roles were

80

poorly played that they were

neTer understood by the audiences.

Bulwer would have done

better to have profited by Kacready's experience on this
important detail; for

~he

Duchess de La !alliere is teeming

With a mnltitude of minor characters who only add to the
general confusion of the plot.

E. G. Bell explains Macready's

reason for insisting upon an augmented stellar role;

4 pardonable desire for

self-d1spla~, combined with a distrust of the abilities of his supporting compan~, caused
Macready to insist upon the augmentation of the importance
of the character he elected to impersonate, regardless of
other considerations; and his phenomenal ability frequently
won Success for plays thus mutilated.l

Bulwer's success in the field of the novel had always
been swift and aure; but, from the first, he was fearful about
the reoeption of his plays.

The continued bitter and hostile

attacks of the critics made him less confident though more
determined; unruly theatre audiences as well as the unfamiliar
form of dramatic writing increased his fear for the play's
reception.

Yet, mindful of his popularity with the public,

-

he appeals directly to the audience in his prologue to The

.

Duchess de La Valliere:

!he mightiest critic is the PUblic Voice. Awed, yet
reSigned, our novice trusts in you • • • The soul has
instincts wiser than the schools~ Yours is the great

1. I. G. Bell,

~rose Romances 'iarlL and comedies of BulwerLrtto~, chapter on "Bu!wer's donnectlon wIth the Stage."
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Tribunal of the Heart. • 1 . To you a stranger has
referred his oause. • • •
This poetic appeal,

howe~er,

was not regarded; for. brought

out at Covent Garden Theatre, January 4, 1837, the play was
withdrawn after nine performanoes.

PUblished immediate17

afterwards by the Messrs. Saunders and Otley. it has sinoe
then retained its repute simply a8 a "closet" drama. 2
After the failure

o~

his first play, Bulwer relied more

implioitly upon Maor.adJ's judgment and praotical knowledge
of the stage; hence. there was evolved a dramatio oollaboration
which was of benefit to them both.

Although many of Macready's

revisions were .for ths purpose of inoreasing the stellar role
at the expense

o~

neoessary minor oharaoters. yet, beoause of

Macready's oollaboration, Bulwer's plays gradually emerged
from "closet" drama.into suocessful stage productions.

Jor,

The Lag of Lyons, whioh was dashed off a year later, literally
upon the spur of the moment, aohieved a brilliant sucoess.
MBoready, one day while talking over the responsibilities of
the Covent Garden Management to Bulwer, exclaimed, "Oh! that I
could get a play like the 'Honeymoon ' ." Z Within a fortnight
from the utteranoe of that ejaculation, the manuscript of

Ih,

L.aa.;y of Llona was placed. as a gift in the bands of Macready.

Brought out anonymously, on Thursday, Jebruary 15, 1838, this
i. j~wer-titton, The DUohess de La valiiere. prologue to lot I.
2. In the sucoeeding chapter, an analySiS of The Duchess de
Valliere will be given, in whioh I shall discuss its laok of
merit as an acted play, and its interest as a "closet .. drama.
3. An unusually popular play written by John Tobin and first
produced in 1805.

Le
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play had a triumphant reception; and at the close of another
fortnight. the authorship was acknowledgel upon the play
bills. 1
~he

Ladl of Lyons not only had a long and successful run,

under Meeready's management, but was revived periodically for
many years afterward.
have been

80

Alfred Bates, in 1903, said, "Jew plays

successful or retained so firm a hold upon the

public esteem; indeed Bulwer-Lytton has been justly said to
be almost the only modern English author of

eminenc~

who has

succeede! in writing plays capable of keeping the stage so
long." 2 Furthermore, The Lady of Llons became so familiar to
the public and so widely discussed that even

"~.

Funch" (the

anonymous editor of the amUSingly satirical magazine, Punch)
write a olever sequel to it, changing the ending somewhat.
The sequel, entitled 18 !he Lyons Den, was a very Witty.
satirical farce about an encounter between the families of
the hero and heroine, who came from widely divergent strata
of society.
The sequel throws a lurid light on how the vulgar and purseproud family of Deschappeles and the humble Melnottes would
get on together. And "Mr. Punch" prides himself upon the
fact that, in writing it, great pains have been taken to
make the blank verse, wherever pOSSible, as bad as Lord
Lytton's.3
fhi. quoted excerpt shows the continued hostility of the critics,

1. Prefatory note to the Kriebworth Edition of Bulwer-Lytton i s
1181S, 1882.
B.ates, Alfred, "The Drama. preface to Vol. 22, Cambridge,
J
England, 1903.
3. Loc. cit.

--------- -

------ " - - -

~

- -

-

....

,--

- - ..

46

even in the humorous magazines; but the public was as amused
by the sequel as it had been interested in the play.
E. G. Bell says of the ability of the press to ruin a popular

pla7:
The conjunction of an able playwright and a competent and
appreciative audience may be made ineffectual by press
hostility. ]ulwer-Lytton, the greatest artist of the
Nineteenth Oentury, wrote a number of acting plays. The
critics ridiculed and depreciated his every production.
To gain 8 fair hearing, it was necessary to conoeal the
authorship of one, whioh under the shelter of anonymit7,
achieved an immense popularity. When ita parentage became
known, it was abused with redoubled but ineffectual fury.l
The meagre remuneration then given to even the most.
successful dramatists was insufficient for Bulwer's needs; he,
therefore, wrote plays merely for Macready, at the same time
continuing in other forms of literature for his own and his
family's support.

Yet, he was doggedly determined to achieve

the fame in the drama that he had

alrea~

gained in the novel;

so, for four years he persisted, triumphing with Richelieu
(Maroh "

1839), The Sea captain (October 31,1839), later

readapted as The Rightful Heir and Money (Deoember 8, 1840).
Having demonstrated his ability to succeed de~ite the
press, and not being under the neceSSity of subjecting
himself to malignant misrepresentation, he abandoned the
field, although a series of works which he considered the
best of his plays rCrQmwell, Junius, and otherl in manuaOrijt form, which Were left, among his papers, to his
son had never been performed.!
"cresdy finally found that the management of a London

x. I.ohapter
G. Bell, Prose Romances, Plafs, and Comedies of BUIwer,
on "!requisites to Grea Plays."
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2. Ibid.
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theatre was unprofitable; and on February 26. 1861, his farewell dinner took place under the presidency of Bulwer-Lytton;
even the Prince Consort sent complimentary messages both to
Macready and to Bulwer.

With MaoreadT'. retirement. the author

lost all incentive to write for the professional stage.

His

later plays were usually presented by amateur and semiprofessional organisations, and for charitable purposes; and,
as a result. they are little known.

For, Bulwer's

dr~atio

fame and financial success in this braneb of literature indeed
ended with Macrea41's retirement, Since only those plays
corrected and produced by Macready have survived his own
generation.
BiB later play Bot So Bad as We 8eem, was written, like
fhe Ladl of Lions, in obedience to a sudden impulse and with
singular rapidity.
It originated one winter's evening in the banqueting hall
at Knebworth [Bulwer' 8. country estate] after some amateur
theatricals, the actors in which were a cluster of artiste
and men-of-letters, pre-eminent among whom was Charles
Dickens. Lord Lytton and his guests projected together
the establishment of a beneVOlent institution ••• to be
called "The Guild of Art and Literature." In furtherance
of this projeot the host had said, rrUndertake to act a
play yourselves and I engage to write it." Henoe the production of this five-act drama ••• ~he play, which
rapidly poured~ 3.000 into the coffers of the newlycreated Guild. was first performed on Friday, May 16th,
1861, in the presence of Her Majesty and the prince Consort, in a temporary theatre erected in the late Duke of
Devonshire's town house in ~icadil17.l
!he Sea Captain, first produoed by Macresdy in 1839,

WSS

1. !u1wer-Lytton, prefatory note to the Kriebworth Edition of
His Writinss.

reni tten as The Rightful Heir and produced by a mediocre
oast at the Lloeum Theatre, Ootober 3, 1868.

Very little

publio attention was given to this play, aocording to the
available materiel I have found.

f,here is no record that

Walpole, a play whioh inoorporated many of Bulwer's politioal
4

ideas, and whioh was written about 1871, was ever produoed
professionally; yet it was read eagerly as a "oloset" drama
by his devoted public.
The play, DarnleLW&e left unfiniShed at Bulwer's death
in l87S.

His son, finding it among Eulwer's papers, and

having heard his father disouss it "as a moat powerful domestic drama," felt that it was "too vigorous and valuable a
specimen of the author's dramatic workmanship to be permanently
withheld from the pUblic. nl He, thus, engaged a Mr. Coghlan
to write the fifth act.
It was placed upon the stage [Ootober 6, l877J at the
Oourt Theatre with great intelligence and expense: And
I am assured by all who witnessed it that Mr. Hare's impersonation of Mainwaring was one of his most finished
and admirable performances. Nevertheless, the play was not
suooessful; and after a short run, it was Withdrawn. franslated into German, it had been simultaneously produoed in
Vienna, at the Burg Theatre, by some of the best aotors in
Europe • • • • The audienoe followed the progress of the
play with animated and increasing interest to the olose of
the fourth act. But its permanent interest as a dre:ma
could not survive the anti-olimax of the fifth aot. 2
Bulwer's son, therefore, reasons that the play would have been
suooessful bad it been oompletely written by his father; he,

1. Fretaoe to DarnleZ wrItten by Robert !Ulwer-Lytton in the
t

xnebworth edition of Bulwer-Lytton's works,
2. Loo. oit.

~y,

1882.

aooordingly wrote another .nding whioh seemed .more eui table
to his father's notes.

The Xnebworth edition of Bulwer-

Lytton 1 s works giTes both endings.
Although his experiences a8 a playwright were of great
importance in Bulwer's artistio deTelopment, and direotly
influenoed both hie subsequent and contemporaneous wri~ing8,1
and although he wrote many successes which added to his

literary fame, "yet his experienoes destroyed whateTar illuSions he may onoe have had regarding the stage, and ha disoouraged hie son in his de8ire to write plays __ 2

1. I. G. Beli, Prose Roma.nc es Plays an d Come dies or Blll.werLitton, ohapter on hBUlwerfs connection with the stage."
2. too. oit •
•

---------.-

PART TWO
A CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF THE PLAYS
OF BULWER-LYTTOB
fOREWORD
Bulwer-Lytton wrote eight plays which were produoed.
aoted and afterwards publi8hed;l these plays can be olassified, for purposes of analysis. aooording to their subjeot
matter.

I shall, therefore, divide them into four groups of

two plays eaoh,

8S

comedies,

follows: first. historical. plays, !he·

The
Lay of Llons and Monel; third, plays dealing with the theme
Duchess de La Valliere and Richelieu; second,

of familY honor, The Rightful Heir and Not So Bad As We See!;
and fourth, plays dealing with Eolitical thought or 2ublio
11fe, Walpole and Darnley.

Bulwer-Lytton' s fame as a drama-

tist, however, rests almost entirely upon only three,

R!ohelie~,

!be Lay of LYOllS, and Monez; many writers of a later period
have not even mentioned his other plays.

r shall divide this analysis into two ohapters: the
firat, dealing with those dramas grouped as historical plays
and as comedies, whioh were written for Maoready and produced
at Drury Lane, and the second, with those written on the theme
of lOTe and honor and of political thought, produced by amateur and semi-professional groups.
1" !he Knebworth edition of Bulwer-Lytton's plays, published
in 1882, with prefatory notes by his son, is the text used
in this analysis.
50
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CHAPTER THREE

PLAYS WRITTEN BY BULWER-LYTTOB
lOR WILLIAM MlCREADY
Bulwer-Lytton began his career as a playwright in the
field of historical drama; first, because his reading gave
him the neceseary background material for his plots, and
second, beoause this type of drama would have an appeal to
the wide circle of readers of his novels.
play,

~he

Duohess de La

Vallier~,

Thus, his first

a dramatic failure) and.

Richelieu, his great success, both derive their plots from
historical incidents.

Even his bitterest critics could find

no fault with his historical accuracy, as the following
comments indicate:
Lytton carefully planned each of his stories on a vast
canvas. A great reader, he was careful to choose a sound
historical baais, and the afthorities have been unable to
deteot any flaws of moment.
Bulwer-Lytton's play
fore much of the modern
life, actually preserves this portrait of the Cardinal with
fidelity and understanding. It manages to do this without
in any way interfering with the dramatic interest of the
plot. 2
Bulwer's son attributed his father's accurate historical information and his vivid imaginative ability to his reading;
"although his life was passed in writing for the public, the
1. tewis lelvil!e, "The Centenary of BUlwer-Lytton," The
BOO~, Vol. 17, July 1903, pp. 463-465.
--2. R. ~kinner. "Richelieu. A Criticism," commonweal,
Vol. II. Jan. 22, 1930, p. 341.
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fact is that, at every period of it, he read more than he
wrote and wrote more than he published.-l
The source material of !he Duchess de La Valliere deals

with "an early episode in that grandiose epic of artifice and
intrigue, the reign of Louis XIV."!

The theme of the play is

the conflict between love and honor often found in Bulwer's
works;

8

virtuous noblewoman, Louise de La Valliere. stifles

her ideals of honor to beoome the mistress of Louis XIV until,
at length, her own feelings of dishonor and shame force.her
to lesve her lover's palace and become a nun.

In this con-

flict of love against conscience, conscience is triumphant,
for Louise is made to realize that even a great love may
degrade one's soul.

Bulwer has been sharply criticized for

this unusual portrayal of the love element; 'raser's Magazine,
for instance, ever his most hostile critio, comments upon the
apparent paradox of the character of Louise:
It 8eems to us that he UBulwer] is conscious of having
pitched the character of the poetical La Valliere too
high for the degradation of the historical La valliere;
into whichJnevertheless, his plan oompelled him to cast
her ••• May not this want of adequate motive to aocount
for the fall of La Valliere be traced to a yet deeper
mistake, that of making love the agency of degrading such
a spiritf Where, in Shakespeare, will Bulwer find a deteriorating influence exercised by genuine affection?3
In the end of the play, it is the heroio soldier, Bragelone,

2.

Plays, and Comedies of

3.

.::;.;;;.,;;;.;;;.;;.:;;....;;....;M_a...gj,,;so;;z.;;;;i.-n..
e, Vo 1. 16,

Bu1wer~
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played by Maor.ady, who has loved Louise nobly but vainly,
who shows her the way to expiate her sin.

There is also a

lesser plot intrigue and jealousy among the oourt, notably
that of Madame de Montespan and Lauzun.
The theme of La Valliere Offended the moral senSe of
many Victorians, although it met with

If • • •

conSiderable

suocess and so far enoouraged the author that he Shortly put
forth another dramatic venture upon the stream of publio
opinion. n1 E. G. Bell, however, does not think that the
loTe element of this play is contrary to Viotorian standards:
The interest is a consequence of the alternation of
passions and mental struggles; love and conscience are
in perpetual conflict, and loyalty oontends with the
sense of wrong in Brage~ne. The strongest scene is that
between king and monk UBragelone] ,the effective situations are at the close of the second act and at the end
of the play. The catastrophe, the self-burial of a young
and beautiful woman, is singularly awe-inspiring and impressi'Ve. 2
Although ]!'raserts Magazine further criticizes Bu1wer's
treatment of the love plot, I think that the fault does not
lie with Bulwer but with his time, for he had to adapt the
historical faot of kingts having mistresses to the Victorian
conventions of morality; his only alternative, therefore, was
to show the triumph of consoience over a love Which was not
"

acoeptable to Victorian sooiety, yet, at the same time to retain the dramatic effect of his play.

In

my

opinion, Bulwer

1. "!u!wer'e Dramatic Poetry," a review, Dublin Universitz
Magazine, Vol. 15, March, 1840, pp. 267.264.

2.

E. G. jell, Prose Romances, Plays, and Comedies of BulwerLlttoD;.

did this admirably; a contemporary, however, viewed Bulwer's
treatment differently:
Suoh a writer as Mr. Bulwer never was meant to follow in
the wake of second and third rate dramatists • •• and
there was subsequently demanded of him a sounder philosOPh1 in the selection of his agenoies. If the faots of
history would not Serve the development of his conception,
the subject was badly chosen, and he should have sought
another. Or, if he was determined to dramatize the tinsel
glories of Versailles, he should have molded his La
Valliere accordingly • • • If in the fall of La Valliere,
there be a philosophical incongruity, in her recovery
there is an obsolete conventionalism. Taking the veil is
not a catastrophe for an English acting drama. It is a
conclusion that does not realize itself in our imagination;
it wants power and finality.
In The Duchess de La Valliere Bulwer showed a great understanding of a woman's nature, for which even Fraser's Magazine
praised him.
Scattered through this play there are many original passages
evincing a deep insight - far deeper, indeed, than any elsewhere to be met with - into the mysteries of the human heart.
When the other maidens of honor are bantering Louise as to
the chance of her falling in love with LOUis, she is made to
answer,
"Nay, evtn the very presence of his greatness,
Exalts the heart from each more low temptation.
He Seems to walk the earth as if to raise
And purify our wandering thoughts, by fixing
Thought on himself; and she who thinks on Louis
Shuts out the world, and scorns the name of Lovel"
The maid of honor to whom the rhapsody is addressed, agrees
with this opinion; for she says with much naivete, "Wait
till you are tried."2
The chief fault in the plot of La Valliere is, in my
opinion, his habit of building up a situation and a speech to

1.

wDUches~

de La Valliere," Fraser's Magazine, VOl. 16,

Aug. 1837, pp. 179-86.

2. Loc. cit.
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heroic proportions only to ohange suddenly to a thought

80

prosaio as to make it Seem absurd. " • • • the sublime is
overstepped, and the one step taken whioh leaves the author
knee-deep in the ridioulous."l

The oharacters in ~he Duohess

de La Valliere are eaoh clearly defined as a personification
of some idealistio concept; moreover, they must have seemed
very realistic to Bulwer's aUdienoes, for even Fraser's
Magazine reversed its customary policy of hostility sufficiently to praise Bulwer's charaoterization:
Hie ~ulwer,8) genius has taken service with reality.
In every event he has wrought out, in every oharaoter he
has oreated, he has never had the actual out of mind; and
his works are living pictures, filled with the crimes and
virtues, the thoughts and the feelings, the hopes and the
fears whioh are now among us in daily operation. 2
The souroe material for Richelieu was also historical,
and with the baokground likewise gained from Bulwer's thorough
reading of Frenoh history.3 He was determined to create a
oharacter worthy of Macready's great talents, one of dramatio
interest and yet historically aocurate; and to this end he
made many revisions of his original plot.

Even Macready

doubted the authenticity of Bulwer's historical background.
ft • • •

he

[Bulwe~

has made him

~iOhelieuJ resort to low

Jest, which outrages one's notions of the ideal of Cardinal

1. "Duchess de La Valliere," Fraser's Magazine, Vol. 16,
Aug. 1837, pp. 179-86.

2. "Autobiography of Edward Bulwer-Lytton,"

a reView, Fraser's
MafaZine, Vol. 3, 1831, p. 713.
•
3. riB chelfeu," Dublin University Magazine, Vol. 82, Nov. 1873,
pp. 626-634.
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Richelieu, with all his vanity, suppleness, and craft."l
Subsequent dramatic critics, however, have agreed that
Bulwer'e historieal information about the Cardinal waa
much more accurate than Macready had thought.
The plot of Riohelieu deals with the intrigues at the
French court in the time of the great Cardinal, of evil men
employing unscrupulous means to gain mastery over the weak
king, and of Richelieu's diabolioal cleverness in foiling
his enemies and saving his France.

The love story of Julie,

the Cardinal's niece, and de Mauprat, the noble adventurer,
is subordinated to the theme of patriotism.

The plot of

Richelieu may be compared with that of The Duchess de La
Valliere as follows: first, both deal with incidents of
French history, in which the king plays

an important part.

In Riohelieu, however, the events oocur within a few days,.
and the plot is closely knit, while in La Valliere, the incidente are drawn out over many years, and, consequently, the
dramatiC sequence is not so easy to follow.

Both plays deal

with themes of "uplift," an idea which was quite characteristic of Bulwer; in one, there is the ennobling power of conscience, and in the other, of patriotism.

In La Valliere,

the plot situations are predominant over the characterization,
while in R1ohelieu, the character of the Cardinal dominates

1. WIllIam licreaai, Reminiscences, niaries; and Letters.
edited by F. pollack, entry for Feb. 20, 1 8 3 9 . '

--------------------------------------------------

-

57

the situations.

In the former, the chief character is

Louise, played originally by Helen laucit; in the latter,
the character of Richelieu. portrayed by MacreadyJ is allimportant.

Both have a melodramatic climax; when Louise

de La Valliere refuses to return to Louis' palace, and
clings to the convent cross; and when Richelieu apparently
rises from the dead to confront his enemies.

It is easy to

see the improvement of the plot of Riohelieu over that of
fhe Duohess de La Valliere, for, in Riohelieu, the incidents
are more closely woven, the dramatic effects are greater and
yet more natural, and the ending is much more logical.

Both

plays are tragic in their scope, and only miss being actual
tragedy by the ultimate triumph of the ideal.
~he

dramatic construction of Richelieu seems, to me,

to have been better developed than in any other of BulwerLytton's plays; for Bulwer was intensely interested in the
dramatic possibilities of the historical material, and
Macready was aware of the histrionic potentialities of the
Cardinal's role.

In fact, the dramatic situations in

Richelieu were so carefully worked out that the editors of
¥

Te!ple Bar praised it superlatively:
The pre-eminent merit of the play lies in its admirable
oonstruotion. It contains sufficient situations and
climaxes to bring down the curtains upon half a dozen of
the milk-and-water productions of modern playwrights.
MOst telling is the climax of the third act, where the
Cardinal, in a remarkably fine soene, gains over de Mauprat
and baffles the conspirators by feigning death; still finer
is the scene in the fourth act, in the garden of the

68

Tuileries, where, threatening Baradas with the ourse of
Rome, he protects Julie from his machinations. But this
is again excelled by the last scene, in which climax
rises upon climax until the last powerful culmination,
where Riche11eu, apparently in the last gasp, suddenly
springs up from his half-swooning condition, tramples
upon the paper which brings the tidings of revolt and
danger, and once more asserts himself the great minister
of France. l
In the two historical plays, the names of the characters
do not suggest their type, as in many of Bulwer's later plays.
In both La Valliere and Richelieu, the characterisations are
strongly drawn,

88

is typical of heroic and historical drama;

the criticS, moreover, react vehemently to the characters in
The Duchess de La Valliere, as the following excerpts will
prove.

Fraser's Magasine, conSistently Bulwer's most bitter

enemy, indulged in oaustic sarcasm:
Even the character of Bragelone ~ulwer intended this to
be the star role, played by Macresdy J does not come up to
expectations; brave he unquestionably is, high-thoughted
and high-spirited, but, from the first, he comes before us
as nothing more than a middle-aged gentleman, blindly in
love with a very young girl, and laboring under the delusion that, because he is virtuous, there are to be no
more cakes and ale. In almost every scene, we find him
talking nonsense ••• he makes a most pathet~c appeal. 2
Compare with this the praise of E. G. Bell, in his book on
Bulwer-Lytton:
Bragelone is the finest and greatest of the charaoters, a
role which delighted Macready. In him the disappearing old
warrior nobles have a worthy representative, brave, loyal,

1. "Lord Lytton as a Dramatist and Novelist," by "The Author
of lUrabeau," Temple Bar, Vol. 38, April-July, 1873,
pp. 232 .. 245.
2. "Duchess de La Valliere," Fraser's Magazine, Vol. 16,
Aug. 1837, pp. 179-86.
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unselfish and sinoere; his natural dignity and manliness
brought into contaot with the falsely-great humbles and
reduces to their proper proportions both courtier and
king • • • His only weakness is his ill-plaoed affection,
and it is in eonformity with the traditions of his class
that when dishonor comes near hif' he sickens of the world
and adopts the cowl of the monk.
Bulwer-Lytton 8eems to have taken infinite pains with the
characterization of even the smallest parts in La Valliere;
for as I studied the play, I was able to visualize definitely
each character.

Bell also praises the treatment of the minor

characters:
Lauzun [the Villain] has an importance beyond what is
disclosed in his easy and supercilious progress among
courtiers whom he moves, uses, and despises ••• the evil
of despotism is illustrated in the oharacter of Madame de
Monte span. as beauty degraded into a pla~thing becomes
wasteful, conscienceless. and flaunting. 2
Bulwer's best characterization in The Duohess de La
Valliere is, in my opinion, that of Louise de La Valliere, a
role as ably played by Helen Faucit as that of Bragelone was
played by Maoready.

The author has written this part with

great tenderness; and many critics see in the gentle, idealistic Louise, Bulwer's first love, a tender, ethereal creature
whose name does not figure in his biographies but whose impression upon his youth was indelible.

Bell comments upon the

gracious tenderness of the character, La Valliere:
The epithet tender was generally applied to her. A
resigned sadness characterized her demeanor, she sought

1. I. G. !ell, Prose Romances, Plays, and Comedies of Bulwer2.

Lytton.
oit.

Loc.
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vainly for consolation, and her real feelings were a
bitter commentary on the envy she excited • • • • La
Vallieres are by no means rare in the ranks of young
womanhood. Those in whom the heart is stronger than
the head have the greatest need of the proteotion whioh
the oonventions of society have established, and in all
oases where these usages are disregarded, sorrow and
misery are the consequences. This is the warning lesson
of the play.1
To oonolude the oharaoterization of La Valliere, I agree with

E. G. Bell in his oomments; for I oonsider these oharaoters
to be strongly portrayed and entirely oonsistent throughout
the play.

MY opinion, like Mr. Be11'sJhowever, is based en-

tirely upon the reading version; whereas the editors of
Fraser's Magazine and North American Review saw the play
aoted with poor performers in all but the stellar roles,
and before an impatient audienoe.

Furthermore) their personal

hostility toward and jealousy of Bu1wer must have greatly prejudiced their comments.
The critics 2 have made only favorable oomments upon the
oharaoterizations in Riohelieu; this probably was due first
to the fact that Bulwer oollaborated more closely with
Maoready and followed his every suggestion, and seoond, to

1. !. G. Bell, Prose Romanoes. Plays. and Comedies of Buiwerlitton.
.
2.U1wer's Dramatio poetry," Dublin University Magazine,
Vol. 15, March, 1840, pp. 267-284.
B. O. Flower, "Dramas and Poems of Bulwer-Lytton," Arena,
Vol. 32, Nov. 1904, pp. 563-64.
"Riche1ieu, " Dublin University Magazine, Vol. 82, Nov.
1873, pp. 626-634.
"Riche1ieu, " Theatre, Vol. 9, July-Deo., 1882, p. 75.
R. D. Skinner, "Richelieu," Commonweal, Vol. 11, Jan. 22,
1930, p. 341.
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the predominance of the stellar role.

This characterization

has been included in the repertory of almost every serious
actorl from William Macready to Walter Hampden; for few roles
can display histrionic ability like that of the great
Cardinal.

Another reason for its successful characterization

was that Macready took infinite pains in the casting of each
part; he even departed from the old custom of having an
actress play the page's part, and instead gave it to a rising
young actor, Mr. Rowe, who subsequently became famous. (In
later revivals, managers have followed this example, so that
the part of Francois often starts young actors on a stage
career. )
I think that all of Bulwer's characterizations in
Richelieu, as in The Duchess de La Valliere, are excellent and
reveal the playwright's attention to detail.

The various

critics differ, as might be expected, in their comments upon
the characters:
The King is a small part, but in competent hands much
may be made of it; but this character is often slurred
over, and thus it becomes a nonentity. Baradas belongs to
the unthankful range of parts; he is a villain, but not a
consummate one; in faot, there is this anomaly about him,
if he were much worse, he would be much better. Francois
is the very antithesis of Baradas; it is only a pleasure
to act the part. Joseph and Huguet, if small parts, are
still important. 2

1. other noted tragedians playing this role were: William
Phelps, Charles Kean, Henry Irving, Barry Sullivan,
Edwin Booth.
2. Walter Gordon, "Richelieu," Theatre MagaZine, Vol. 9,
p. 76; Aug. 1, 1882 •
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Riohelieu is no easy oharaoter to play, espeoially as
Lord Lytton has painted him. Shrewdness and ounning,
nerves of iron, an eagle's glanoe, oourage of the lion,
whims and fanoies, then failing strength and baffled
might, patriotism, struggle for empire, love, hatred, joy,
and despair, are all thrown into the mold and passei
through the fire, and from the die steps Riohelieu.
The author of the same artiole says of the oharaoter, De
Mauprat, "We oan seldom find so muoh greatness of oonoeption
and so muoh oddity of oharaoter orammed into so few lines. w2 .
Even his literary enemy, Temple Bar, praises Bulwer's oonoeption of Riohelieu:
The oharacter of the great Cardinal, although many may
dispute Lord Lytton's view of it, is both vigorously and
poetically drawn; the subordinate oharaoters are admirably
disoriminated ••• perhaps, it is no exaggeration to
assert that it is the best five aot play written in the
oentury.3
Thus, I have deduoed that the better oharaoter development in
Riohelieu, as well as the greater importanoe of Maoready's
role, were contributing factors to the sucoess of this play,
and prove Bulwer-Lytton's skill in making historioal figures
into real people.
Bulwer-Lytton's dramatio dialogue has been the target of
various types of literary critioism, both by his oontemporaries
and by subsequent critics.

His dialogue, especially that of

La Valliere, hiS first play, has been oalled didactio, stilted,
and theatrioa1 by writers of his own day.

Dublin university

1. "Riohelieu," Dublin Universitz Magazine, Vol. 82, pp. 626634, NOV. 18'13.

2. Lac. oit.
3. "Lord Lytton 8S a Dramatist and Novelist,~
Vol. 38, pp. 232-246, April-July, 1873.

Temple Bar,
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M$gazine flays Bulwer with its scathing comments, such as,
" ••• so many incongruities make a most brilliant confusion,"
and "Bulwer gets upon his hexameters as a very short man
mounts a very tall horse.
would be lavender water."l

Were he to describe a shower, it
A

few examples from the play,

The Duchess de La Valliere, will illustrate the truth of this
oriticism.

Lauzun, the villainous courtier, speaks of

Louise's first innocent adoration for the king:
Know you not, Sire, it is the jest, among
The pretty prattlers of the royal chamber
That this young Dian of the woods has found
Endymion in a king - a summer dream Bright, but with vestal fancies! - scarcely love,
But that wild interval of hopes and fears
Through which the child glides, trembling, to the woman?2
The soldier hero, Bragelone, is made to say these
didactic, unnatural words at the dramatic moment when Louise
has left him forever to atone for her sinful love, in a convent.
I will lie down, and sleep away this world.
The pause of care, the slumber of tired paSSion,
Why defer till night is wAll-nigh spent?
When the brief aun that gilt the landscape sets,
When o'er the music on the leaves of ,life
Chill silence falla, and every fluttering hope
That voiced the world with song has gone to rest
Then let thy soul, from the poor labor~r, learn
Sleep's sweetest that's taken soonest!
'
Victorian maidens probably swooned with vicarious ecstasy
at such lines, but they certainly were not consistent with the

1. "Bulwer i s Dramatic Poetry," a review in Dublin university
Magazine, Vol. 15, March, 1840, pp. 267-284.
The Dueness de La Valliere, It 5.
3. lli!., V, 2.

2.
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character of Bragelone.

The frequenoy of suoh incongruous

poetry makes me feel that in this play, at least, BulwerLytton was writing for his reading public rather than for his
theatre audience.
The dialogue is, moreover, filled with spa.rkling wit and
smart epigrams. whioh again were probably aimed over the heads
of unlettered theatre-goers toward his disoriminate readers.'
"She seemed to shrink into her modest self, and a low sigh
shook blushes from her beauty,_l and again, " ••• As if alike
her virtue and his greatness made love impossible; so down the
stream of purest thought, her heart glides on to danger.-

He

speaks of King Louis as "flushed with the novelty of sway,"
and makes Lauzun say,
The times are ohanged!
'Twas by the sword and spear,
Our fathers bought ambition - vulgar butchers!
But now our wit's our spear - intrigue our armor;
The ante ohamber is our field of battle;
And the best hero is - the cleverest rogue?2
In Louise's speeohes upholding her ideals of honor, BulwerLytton not only touched a responsive ohord in the emotions of
his audienoe; but, I think, gave these speeches a Simple dignity
which distinguishes these lines from his flowery poetry.
Louise's words "I am but a poor simple girl, who loves her king
and honor more"3 are very effective in oontrast to the extravagant love-making of the King, as well as her later pleas, "Make

1. The DUohess de La Valliere, I, 4.
2. Loc. cit.
3. IbId., It 5.

-
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me dumb. deaf, blind, but keep me honeltt"l and "the fires
of Heaven 8eem to me like the eyes of angels, and warn me
against myselft"2

I agree with his critios, therefore, that

the dialogue of fhe Duchess de La Valliere is indeed a "most
brilliant confusion" from the viewpoint of oonsistent
dramatio oonversation, yet is fascinating to the reader and
is teeming with quotable lines.

A modern oritic would be impatient

ef Bulwer's habit of

interrupting the plot development for soliloquies, "asides,"
and poetically expressed speeohes; but these interruptions,
for the purpose of oreating a sustained dramatio effeot and
of featuring the "star," are all characteristic of Bulwer's
period.

Moreover, these "asides" appear to have been used to

clarify the action of the play lest the speotator become lost
in the maze of poetic speeches.

In Richelieu, however,

Bulwer's later play and greatest success, the dialogue is
virile and realistic throughout the play. and oonsistently
true to the characters, in fact so much so that one critio is
frankly shocked that the great Cardinal is made to speak like

an ordinary man.
~he

meohanioal structure of The Duohess de La Valliere

consists of a prologue and five acts. eaoh containing many
short scenes.

The prologue consists of a brief explanatory

note, as well as a lengthy appeal to the audience, done in

1.
2.

the DUohess de La Va1iiere,
cit.

Loc.

II, 4.

-----------------------

----~

- - ---

-

-

66

heroic, classical style, imploring them to be sympathetic
judges of his work and to give a favorable verdict.
cumbersome length of La

The

is probably due to the fact
that a fifth act was necessary in serious drama. l The
Vallier~

mechanics of stagecraft were themselves undergoing a change
at this time; Nicoll has thus summarized these changes:
• •• the age produced ••• the origins of that form whioh
• • • marked the beginnings of the modern realistic movement • • • Technically, it produced scene painters and
machinists who proved to be the masters of those of later
years. In regard to material arrangements, it introdnced
stalls, reserved seats, and a dozen other little theatrical
convenienoes • • • For this ¥eriod is, above all others,
the period of change in the beatre.2
The Duchess de La Valliere today has more appeal as a
"closet drama" than as a stage presentation; this is perhaps
due to the fact that
• •• its symmetry was destroyed by the alterations which
increased the importance of the character which Macready
assumed. The play was dragged into a four-hour performance; and the parts of Lauzun and Louis XIV Were execrably
played. It did not find favor with the public, and it gave
opportunity for much journalistic abuse, sarcasm, and
prophecy. After nine performances, which the manager
wished to extend to twenty, it was withdrawn by the author. 3
In publishing the play, the changes made at Macready's
request were discarded, and Bulwer recorded his conviction
that, performed as written, but with such deletions as
would reduce to the usual length of plays, it could bl
restored to the stage with every prospect of success.

A contemporary critic praises highly Bulwer's dramatio
structure;

1. litred Bates, Drama, Vol. 16; Victorian edition.

2. Allardyce Nicoll, I History of Earlf Nineteenth century
Drama, 1800-1850, Oambridge Univers~y Press, 1930.
3. E. G. Bell, Prose Romances, Plays, and Comedies of Bulwer.
4. Loc. cit.
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Wo dramatist, sinoe the days of Shakespeare, ever
better understood the essentials of stage effeot than
Lord Lytton; his plays are Masterpieces of dramatio
struoture; as the theatrical phrase goes, he alwaYB
knew exaotly how and when "to bring down his act drop";
he has no anti-climaxes, no superfluous lagging speeohes
after great Situations, he kindles his audienoe to
enthusiasm, the pioture is strUCk, and down comes the
ourtain while the impression is vivid. l
Especially was this true of Richelieu and his later playa,
for Bulwer learned his lesson in the 'failure of his first
drama.
To conclude this analySiS of Bulwer's two historical
plays, one naturally asks: why was one a dismal failure, and
the other a lasting success?

In both, there was historical

accuracy and a wealth of dramatic material; each had the
same "star" and a Similar company.

I believe, therefore,

that the difference lies in the actual stagecraft. the
dramatic structure; for in La Valliere, Bulwer emphasized
poetic verse and noble sentiments at the expense of dramatic
effect while in Richelieu the dialogue was subordinated to
the dramatic situation.
perience which

~ulwer

Then, too, there was the added ex-

had gained when he wrote Richelieu;

furthermore, Macready had an important share
or failure of these two.

in the success

Macready was ever vain of the

importance of his stellar role; in The Duchess de La Valliere,
his part was subordinated to that of the herOine.

He was

dissatisfied with his role and thus uninterested in the fate
1. "Lord Lytton as a Dramatist," in Temple Bar', Vol. 38,
April-July, 16'13, pp. 232-245.
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of the play.

In Richelieu, Maoready was almost the whole

play; he helped Bulwer to create soenes of highest dramatic
effect and encouraged him to write a more realistio
dialogue.

Compare then, these contemporary oritioisms of

the two plays:
fhe Duohess de La Valliere is mediocre from beginning
to end, no passage that is real poetry, and muoh that is
absurdity_ There is, besides, pervading the whole the
affeotation of sentiment, and overstrain of expression
which oharaoterize~ an author whenever he is writing
against the grain. l
R10helieu is 8. magnifioent play, the result of a mighty
erfort, and of patient gathering up of many materials not
originally born in the poet's mind ••• the student of
elegant phraseology, of magnifioently terse and grandly
simple composition, oan find few better teaohers. Sometimes the words are so marvellously pictorial that men,
who have been accustomed all their lives to use the English language as the handmaiden of their genius, stand
perplexed before the exquisite skill With whioh Lord
Lytton oonstructs his sentences and the depth of meaning
oonveyed even by syllables. It is difficult to look at
such a work, and stand before it with calm gaze,
undazzled by the noon-day sheen of the poet's glittering
struoture. 2
Bulwer-Lytton also wrote two comedies for Macready;
The Lady of Lyons, in 1838, after the failure of The Duohess
de La Valliere, and Money, in 1840, after the
Riohelieu.

~ucoess

of

The author says that ;he Lagy of Lyons was oom-

posed with a twofold objeot, to help 1.cresdy in his managerial
enterprise at Covent Garden, and to see whether, after the

1. "Bulwer's Dramatio Poetry," a review in Dublin Universitl

lafszine, Vol. 15, March, 1840, pp. 267-284.
2.R ohelieu," a review in Dublin University Magazine, Vol. 82,
November, 1873, pp. 626-631.
.
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comparative dramatic failure of his first play, it was in
his power to attain successfully "the art of dramatic construction and theatrical effect."l

These two comedies were

in so many respects dissimilar to his historical playa
that they are proof of the author's versatility as a dramatist.

Both were brilliant successes financially as well as .

in popular appeal; both had long, continuous "runs" as well
as frequent revivals during the latter Nineteenth Century.
In the preface to The LaSl of Lyons, Bulwer-Lytton gives
as its source, "The Bellows Mender," & French tale, and
explains his desire to write on this period of French history.
An indistinct recollection of a very pretty little tale,

called "The Bellows Mender," suggested the plot of this
drama. The incidents are, however, greatly altered from
those in the tale and the characters entirely recast.
Having long had a wish to illustrate certain periods of
the French history, so, in the select~on of the date in
whioh the scenes of this play are laid, I ssw that the
era of the Republic was that in Which the inoidents were
rendered most probable, in which the probationary career
of the hero could well be made suffiCiently rapid for
dramatic effect, and in which the character of the time
itself was depicted by the agencies necessary to the conduct of the narrative. For, during the early years of
the French Republic, in the general ferment of society,
and the brief equalization of ranks, Claude's high placed
love, his ardent feelings, his unsettled principles
the struggle between which makes the passion of this
drama
,his ambition, and his career, were phenomena
that characterized the age, and in Which the spirit of
the nation went along with the extravagance of the
indi vi dual. 2

Wilstach in The Bookman makes this comment upon the source
1. P. Wilstach, "Dramatizations of Bulwer-Lytton,"
Bookman, Vol. 17, July, 1905, pp. 471-476.2. Loc. crt.
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material:
In an old French collection called Short Stories, there
is a little tale ent itled "The Bellows Mender of Lyons."
Not even the source when the compiler took this little
fiction is given • • • He rBulwerJ created a work of art
and thereby immortalized a~rifle. This little tale is
a fatherless waif~. without anything to reco~end it
except that it inspired the greater author.
Nowhere have I been able to find anything on t he so urce .
of Bulwer's other comedy, Money; hence, I think we can assume
that it was an entirely original plot, containing in some

.

instances biographical references Which I shall discuss later •
In these two comedies,

,
~here

was much more emphaSiS upon

situations of plot and upon dramatic effect than in the
historical plays.

Bulwer has, apparently, learned how

different must be the technique to appeal to a theatre audience
from that needed for his reading public.

Then, too, Macready's

lessons in stagecraft have been well-learned; for there are
shorter, more natural speeches, continuous and varied action,
a well-knit plot, fewer shifting of scenes, and the characters,
though important, are subordinated to the thread of the plot.
The situations themselves are more farcical, more amusing, and
less melodramatic.

Bulwer-Lytton',s Signature, however, is

found in his many epigrama and clever, "quotable" linea.
So many articles, have been written about The Lady of Lyons
both by contemporary and by later critics that I shall pick out
only a few which seem to epitomize the general opinion.
1.

P. 'i1stach, "Dramatizations of Buiwer-Lytton,"
Vol. 17, July, 1903, pp. 471-476.
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oritio gives the playa keen analysis and proves its popularity:
There is the charm of simple effeots and primitive emotions, the story is worked out without violenoe or
straining, and all through it the ordinary sympathies
are struok firmly. So artfully is the whole oompounded
that it i8 possible to play Claude and pauline in half
a dozen different ways • • • • It must be admitted that
there is a certain high-flown strain in partioular
passages, certainly bombastic, and whioh are almost impossible to deliver without provoking a smile ••• suoh
as the suitor's description of the palaoe ••• to the
ordinary player, this is inexpressibly dear, and perhaps
the most precious morsel in the whole • • • • For over
fifty years, it has held its ground and is always performed. Nay, it has been said that there is not a
theatrioal night in the year when it is not being played
at some theatre of the kingdom. Every character is good
and actable, and though we have seen it fifty times, as
most playgoers have, there is always a reserve of novelty
and attraction left which is certain to interest • • •
There is one flaw in the play, however, the difficulty of
the gardener's son assuming the manners and accomplishments of a nobleman without the neoessary interval to
acquire them.l
The Gentleman'S Magazine states that even Bulwer and
MScready were surprised at this play's popularity: "Neither
Maoready nor Bulwer had any very brilliant hopes except that
it would be a serviceable piece and would serve its turn like
many others ••• yet this was to prove the most extremely
popular play of modern times ."2
Allardyce Nicoll thinks that Bulwer has struck a new
dramatic note in this play:
Lytton's work in the dramatic sphere is a hesitating compromise between the legitimate and the illegitimate •••
The Lady of Lyons possesses something of a genUine, as

1. Peroy Fitzgerald, "The Lady of Lyons," a criticism in
The Gentleman's Magazine, July-December, 1889, pp. 136-141.
2. Loo. oit.

•
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opposed to a spurioua, dramatic note. Rere, almost for
the first time, do we catch the accents of the new French
style of playwrighting, modern accents which well indicate the true power which Lytton possessed. !he ea87
oonstruction, the oomparatively natural dialogue, and the
general atmosphere of the play all struok a new note. l
The extreme popularity of The Ladl of Llons started a
vogue for such plays:
The Lady of Lyons, in fact, became such a byword with the
theatre going publio that it established a vogue for such
playa: Herman Merivale wrote a comedy-vaudeville, and a
burleaque on Bulwer's play in The Lati ot LYons Married
and Settled, another parody was enti ed In the L*ons ])811;
sIx years later, W. T. Monorieff wrote a simiiarrama,
The Beauty of LIons, While part of the same plot is introduoed Into Browning's Fippa :Passes, fi.... e years later. The
Laa of Llons saw reguiar revivais up to the end of thecen ury, and a series of later burlesques. 2
Still others were H. J. Byron's, The Lady of Lyons or Twopenny
Pride and Pennytenoe (1868), and R. Reece's The Lady of Lyons
MBrried and Claude Unsettled (1884).

All this goes to prove

the play's continued popularity.
The charaoterizations in The Lady of Lyons are aefinite
types, for the most part of a farcical nature who contoribute
to the plot development rather than reveal any character
delineation.

The one exception is the character of

paul~ne,

created by Helen Faucit and later played by the great
actresses of the century inoluding Ellen Terry, Mary Anderson,
and Lily Langtry.

In both these comedies, the stellar role

ia not as important as in the historical plays, for the

1. Nicoll, Iliardice, "Tragedies and Dramas," from
of Earl, Nineteenth Century Drama (1800-1860"
univers ty Press, 1930.
2. Loc. Cit.
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oharacterization is subordinated to the plot development.
Even the ending of The Lady of Lyons is incongruous and inconsistent with the character of pauline, but it was one
very popular with audiences.

Punch magazine satirized the

probable domestic difficulties of this mesalliance of
Pauline and Claude in its absurd sequel, In the Lyons Den. l
In his other comedy Money (1840), the characterizations'
are farcical, and brilliantly clever.

No attempt is made at

any character study; the people are merely types woven deftly
into the plot pattern and are made the mouthpieces of
scintillating wit and biting sarcasm.

The plot of MOnel

seems to have been built upon the old truism,
rTis a very good world we live in.
To lend or to spend, or to give in;
But to beg. or to borrow, or get a man's own,
'Tis the very worst world that ever was known.,2
Throughout the entire play, there is a satire on social shams
and on mercenary affections.

At the beginning of the play,

Sir John says,
There are two rules in life. First, men are valued not
for what they are, but what they Seem to be. Secondly,
if you have no merit or money of your own, you must trade
on the merits and money of other people. 3
.
Alfred Bates, in his book on the drama, comments thus
on Money:
1. I1fred Bates, The Drama, Its History, Literature, and
Influence on civilization (Victorian edition), Vol. 16,
Cambridge, 1903.
2. MOnel. I, 1.
3. Loc.cit.

In Bulwer's Igney there is depicted English 80ciety as
it was in 18 ,with due allowance for the element of
exaggeration and caricature. With all its faults, it
remains a favorite example of its class. and has been
represented by the foremost actors of England and
!merica • • • Bulwer's freshness of thought and gift of
portraiture gave him a just title to popularity, and
his nobility of sentiment ~de his influence as wholesome as it was widespread.
This play is more autobiographical than any other of
Bulwer's dramas: he, too, like his hero, Alfred Evelyn, was
nobly born, "delicately nurtured, II yet at this time waB
forced to write' oopiously to support an extravagant household, an estranged wife and two children. 2 Evelyn says to
his belove' what Bulwer must have often said to his wife
ROSina, "For you I have endured the weary bondage of this
hou.. • • • the bread purohased by toils that should have
led me to loftier ends. n3
From many angles, however, Money Beems to me the best
written drama of all Bulwer's plays: first. the plot is a
fast-moving, amusing farce; second, the characters, though
typed, are consistently drawn and are revealing pictures o'f
contemporary people; third, the situations are "natural"
for this "comedy of manners"; fourth, the dialogue is
unusually clever and witty, the speeches are shorter and
less flowery, while some of the love passages are truly

1. l1fred !ites, The Drama, Its HIstory, LIterature, and
~niuence on oivIlization (Victorian edition), Vol. 16,
a ridge, 1903.

2. Se. above, Chapter II, p. 26.
3. finel, III. S. The constant demands of Bulwer's wife kept
m ohained to writing prolifically for popular consumption
when he was desiring to write for literary acclaim.
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beautiful. nThe eyes that charmed away every sorrow, the
hand whose lightest touch thrilled to the very core, the
presenoe that, like moonlight, shed its own hallowing beauty
over the meanest thingS. nl
Bulwer often makes a play upon words in MOney, as is
illustrated in the line, nAnd the more a man's worth, John,
the worthier man he must be. n2
In the end of the comedy love triumphs over money to
give the popular ending in which the poor cousin Wins, and
the mercenary villain is foiled.

Bulwer almost seems to be

speaking of his own ultimate triumph over pecuniary difficulties, when his hero says in the last scene, "Could you but
see

my

heart at this moment, with what love, what veneration,

what anguish it is filled, you would know how little, in the
great oalamities of life, fortune is really worth. n3
Bulwer has improved oonsiderably in effeotive use of
mechanical stageoraft in Money; there is none of the spectacular pageantry of his earlier tragedies nor even the scenic
contrast found in The Lady of Lyons between the novel of
Claude's mother and the palace of the Desohappelles.

Both of

these oomedies of Bulwer's were sucoessful financially,
popular in their own time and for many years afterward;
favorably received by most oritics, they beoame so much the

1.
¥tn'l,
v,
2.
{d., V,

3. toO'": cit.

1.

5.

,
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"dramatic fashion" that they were imitated by other playwrights.
I think that the reasons for the success of Bulwer's
two comedies and his heroic drama, Richelieu, are as follows:
The latter's merit depended chiefly on its characterization
of the cardinal, its melodramatic situations and stirring
speeches.

fhe Lady of Lyons although having a heroine for

its stellar role, as did The Duchess de La Valliere, yet had
an equally important part for Macready; the characterizations
were well-developed, the situations were more farcical than
dramatic, and the dialogue so incongruously absurd at times
as to be unusually entertaining.

Yet, in both these plays,

the star could make or break the play.

Money's chief sssets,

however, were its clever, witty dialogue, its satirical
Situations, and its portrayal of contemporary SOCiety.
With the production of these three successes, under the
dramatic guidance of Macready, Bulwer-Lytton
peak as a dramatist.

~ttained

his

Even the critics generally agree that

one of the greatest reasons for Bulwer's popularity was that,
except in a few rare intervals of unusual talent, he was
nothing more than the high expression of his own age.

one,

therefore, can get a picture of the age from Bulwer's workS,
since "no man ever wrote more directly out of his own heart. nl

1. Robert Bulwer-Lytton, preface to The bite, Letters, and
Literary Remains of Bulwer-Lytton.
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The fact that his plays have held the stage longer than
other Nineteenth century dramas indicates their universality
of interest.

His three famous plays, MOney, The Lady of

Lyons, and Richelieu, were classic dramas in

any

celebrated

repertory long after the author'a death; they have served
as stellar vehicles to display the talents of a galaxy of
theatrical stars; and even today Richelieu i8 played on
stage and radio by Walter Hampden, the Twentieth century
sucoessor of William Macready.

Moreover, the critics' con-

tinuous attacks upon Bulwer's works from 1837 to 1841, and
again from 1861 to the end of his life, indicate that his
detractors recognized his literary merit to be sufficiently
worthy of their attention.
His subsequent plays, which I shall discuss in the
following chapter, are little known and are better read than
acted.

For, upon MBcready's retirement from the stage, we

find a gap of many years in Bulwer's dramatic
1840 to 1861.

~riting,

from

Although The Sea Captain was originally pro-

duced in 1839 at Haymarket Theatre, under Macready's management, and enjoyed a brilliant run during that season, yet
this play was withdrawn by the author from publication until
1868, when he rewrote it as The Rightful Heir; hence, it

will be included with Bulwer's later dramas.

~--~. -.~~
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CHAPTER JOO!
PLAYS WRITTEN EY BULWER-LYTTOB
AFTER MACREADY'S RETIREMENT

CR4.PTER FOUR
PLAYS WRITTEN BY BULWER-LYTTON
.AFTER MAC READY , 8 RETIREMENT

The Rightful Heir and Not So Bad As We Seem, playa
written after The Duohess de La Valliere, dealing with the
love and honor theme, apparently have not survived Bulwer's
own period, sinoe the original Knebworth edition is the only
colleotion including these two.
wrote

~he

Rightful

Hei~

:Salwer-Lytton originally

in 1839 as The a.a Captain, suggested

by Dumas' novel, Le CaEitaine paul.

This drama was written

for Macready's management of Haymarket Theatre, and although
it was played frequently during his engagement there, both
Bulwer and Macready were dissatisfied with it.

~cready

makes scant comment on it in his dia17; yet on the openil1l
night, Ootober 31, 1839, h. says, "Aoted Norman in :Sulwer'.
new play. With some energy and oooasional inspiration.

Waa

received very warmly, and called for at the end, was greeted
with much enthusiasm."l Yet Bulwer-Lytton was not satiafied
and made so many revisions, that a new play was the result.
The author withdrew ~he Sea captain from the stage [and
even from printed pUblioation' whl!e it had not lost such
degree of favor as the admiraDle aoting of Mr. Macready
ohiefly contributed to obtain for it, intending to replace
it before the public with some important ohanges in the
histrionio cast, and oertain slight alterations in the
oonduct of the story. But the alterations, onoe oo~enoed,
beoame so extensive in character, diotion, and even in
ers,
'18
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revision of plot, that a new play gradually rose from the
foundation of the old one. The task thus undertaken,
being delayed by other demands upon time and thought, was
soaroely oompleted when Mr. M&oready's retirement from
his profession suspended the author's literary oonnection
with the stage, and The Rifhtful Heir has remained in
tranquil seclusion tIll th s year l)S6.w When he submits
hie appeal to the proper tribunal; ••• sure, that if he
fail of a favorable hearing, it will not be the fault of
the friends who take part in his oause and aot in his behalf.l
The revised play, now called The Rightful Heir, was first
performed on the third of October, 1868, at the Lyceum Theatre
by a medioore cast.

I could find no comments on its publio

reoeption; yet the faot that it was produced in Amerioa at the
same time indicated that some theatrical managers did believe
in its popular appeal.

D. Waddell comments upon the fact that

it was also played in America:
The Amerioan copyright of the play, The Rightful Heir,
which was put on first at the Lyoeum Theatre, London,
Ootober 3, 1868, was given to me, and the play was produoed on the same date in this country. It was read by
five gentlemen in the' opera house of Wilmington, North
Carolina, and that is the only public representation in
Amerioa. I was taken to the first performanoe in London,
:
and I still recall my almost painful rapture. 2
Eulwer's other play written at this time on the love-andhonor theme, Not So Bad As We Seem, was first performed on the
sixteenth of May, 1851, before the Queen and Prince Consort at
Devonshire House, Piccadilly.

This drama was dedioated to the

Duke of Devonshire, and was written to provide fUnds for the

1. !he DramatIc works of Edward

Bulwer-L~ton, tnebworth
.!itlon. prefatory note to The Right~ Heir, September 28,
1868.
2. G. ]). Vladdell, "Reminiscences and Letters of Bulwer-Lytton,"
Century, Vol. 88, July 1914, pp. 469-472.
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establishment of the Guild of Literature and Art.l

!emple

!!t, a coutemporary periodical, said of this play, " • • • in
spite of its remarkable merit, it may be sai4 to have expired
with its purpose, as it never obtained a footing upon the
regular stage."2
fhe predominance of the love and honor theme in these
two plays may be attributed to the widespread public interest

in plots of this sort.

fhe popularity of such plays as

VirS1nius by J. S. Knowles, fhe Blot on the 'Scutcheon by
Robert Browning, and fhe octoroon by Dion Boucicault revealed
popular enthusiasm for the love and honor theme.

These two

plays of Bulwer's are similar to the aforementioned dramas in
their melodramatic plot development, typed characterisation,
grandiloquent speeches, use of elaborate scenery and pageantry
effects, as well as the frequency of "quotable" lines.
fhese two plays, however, have a significance to me from
the viewpoint of Bulwer's dramatic career; for I find in them
numerous biographical referenoes.

It seems that, in his earlier

desire for money and for dramatic recognition, and while under
the protection of Macready, Bulwer wrote according to public
demand; now with his financial security and literary fame
established, he dared to write. out of his own emotions and

I.

IUiwer-LittoD, Knebworth editioD of.his piays, dedicatory
letter t.o the Duke of Devonshire, p. ].80.
2. "Lord Lytton as a Dramatist and Novelist," by "fhe Author
of llirabeau" (Anonymous) in femple Bar, Vol. 38, AprilJuly 1873, pp. 232-246.
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experienoes.

In the op.ening lines of !the Rightful Heir,

"Fie. what a helpless thing is the hand of well-born poverty:"
Bulwer seems to be pitying himself when he, a pampered nobleman, had had to write for his livelihood.

Again, Vrvyan's

speech, " ••• I love to mark the quiver of a strong man's
bearded lip when his voice lingers on the name of mother,"l
would 8eem to portray Bulwer'e own deep affection for his
Though Bulwer was his mother'. favorite, the family' a

mother.

rioh estatea were inherited by hie elder brother, and because
of that, Bulwer was dependent upon his mother'. bounty.
Indeed, the author himself might have been saying, "If the
elder prove his rights, dear lady, your younger son will know
what's poverty!"2

Bu1wer-Lytton's love for Rosina and hie

quarrel with his mother over his love can be seen in these
lines,

"~ad1,

I once waa young, and pined for gold, to wed

the maid I lovedn3 ; and his enforeed separation from ROBina
can be pictured in his words, "0, for some fairy talisman to
conjure up to these longing eyes the form they pine for!

And

yet in love, there's no such word as absence; the loved one
glides beside our steps, forever. n '

Bulwerls final reooncilia-

tion with his mother seems portrayed in these'lines, "part we,
then, thus, Bo, put thine arms around me; Let me remember in

~: 1f:~T.

Heir. 1. 1.

oit.

3.

00.

,.

00. 0

•
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the years to com., That I have lived to say, a mother blessed
In Not

So

Bad

8S

graphical allusions.

We Seem, there are some apparently bio~

line, "I have found what I have

Bought all my life, the union of womanly feeling and childlike
innocence,n2 is almost a duplicate of a sentence in one of
Bulwer's earlier love letters to Rosina.

He makes a direct

allusion to the Queen and to the cause for which this play
was written, in the following, WWhen your Order shall rise
with the civilization it called into being, &ttd shall refer
its claim to ••• some Queen whom even Mllton might have sung,
and even a Hampden have died for.-!
In each

0f

the s e two dramas, Love and Honor may be name d

the leading oharacters; and in each, Honor triumphs, a Victory
consistent with Viotorian morals of that time.

out of the

many characteristic and quotable lines upon this concept, there"
are two which typify the motif of these two dramas, "A woman
has appealed for her name to mine honor as a man,"' and

"Mr

801e bride, Honor, and my sole altar -- England~"6
Bulwer's last two plays, Darnley and Walpole, which I
have classified as plays of political

thought~

are 80 obscure

that I have found no critiCism of them; in fact, most of
•

'.1.
t

e Rightful Heir, IV, 1.
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Bulwer-Lytton's commentators do not even consider them in
discussing his dramatic works.

These playa, however, do make

such interesting reading that I think the author intended them
to be read rather than acted.
Walpole was written sometime between 1866 and 18'0,1 when
Bulwer's health was poor; he had just been raised to the
peerage, and the rash political views of hie youth had somewhat mellowed.

WalEole is a drama in which love and honor

beoome tangled with political ambition; the sub-title Eve;r

I!n Hal His Price, is indicative of its political satire.
There is also a definite biographical association between the
political thoughts expressed in Walpole and the author's own
political views.

His son comments in his biography upon the

relation of Bulwer's political and literary beliefs:
He abhorred the politic. of destruction and disiutegration.
The most trifling relics of his childhood were tenaciously
preserved by him, with a strong sentiment of conservation
••• He had a profound respect for continuity; and having
great aspirations, but no envy, there was in:him nothing of
the revolutionist. But he was an ardent reformer wherever
he recognized a rational promise of practical improvement.!
Some lines of caustic satire which indicate the general
tenor of the play are:

"MY

honor'S at stake, to mend every

motion that ministers make."i

"Public virtue when construed

means private ambition,"' and at the end of the play, "Robert

. 1. G. D. laCIde!!, "RemIniscences and Letters of Bulwer-Lytton,
C,nturl, Vol. 88, July, 1914.
2. Robert Bulwer-Lytton, Life, Letters, and Literary Remains
of BUlwer-LYtton.
3.
1,4.
'
4.

L

BRo e,

., II, 6.

It

8'
Walpole, at last you have bought me, I fear; every man has
his price.

MY

majority's clear."l

Walpole is not only shorter than Bulwer'. other dramas,
but it is the only one written in rhyme. (Although a few of
his others were written in poetic prose, in a sort of blank
verse.)

According to my judgment, Bulwer-Lytton's mastery

of literary diction and the flexibility of his verse are
'superbly revealed in this play; for it must take considerable
skill so to blend rhyme, dialogue, and plot development.

One

thue readily sees, how Walpole can be delightful reading, but
poor drama.

The Graphic magazine praised this play, but the

Athenaeum condemned it.

But Bulwer, at that time, had become

reconciled to the antagonism of the critics: he said, "I find
that Walpole is not generally appreciated • • • the rhyme condemned, the thing thought unworthy of me. • • • But I have too
many unmerited blessings to allow myself to grumble over-much."!
The play Darnley, unfinished at the time of Bulwer's
death, was left to his son, along with his other unpublished
manuscripts.

Ris son says,3 that he cannot fix precisely the

date at which it was written but because of the allUSions to
an attempt on the life of Louis Phillipe and the military
action of Sir Harry Pottinger, it must have lain for many years

1.

ta1~ol"

III, 6.

2. G.. laddell, "Reminiscences and Letters of Bulwer-Lytton, n
Centurl, Vol. 88, July, 1914.
.
3. Robert Lytton, preface to Damley in the Knebworth edition
of Balwer's drama, 1882.
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in the author's portfolio.

Moreover, Bulwer's son had such

faith in the manuscript that he engaged an eminent dramatist,
Coghlan, to complete it.
have the

pla~

He oomments upon his eagerness to

completed:

NotWithstanding the unfinished condition of it, the manu80ript of Darnlez appeared to me too vigorous and valuable
a specimen of its author's dramatic workmanship to be permanently withheld from the publio. In this impression I
was oonfirmed by the unqualified opinion of the late Mr.
John Forster and the late Mr. Georg.e Henry Lewes to whom
I Showed it. Those oompetent judges of dramatio writing
also shared my conviotion that for the publioation of this
work the etage was the onl~ adequate vehiole. l
Yet beoause Mr. Coghlan was not

professionall~

oonnected with

the stage, his last act was not "good theatre"; and young
Lytton attributes the failure of the play to the fact that
"the fifth act by Mr. Coghlan was not only ineffective itself;
it was also destructive to the effect of the four preoeding
ones."2

Consequentl~, young Bulwer-Lytton, in the published

version, merely outlines the last act according to the denouement intended by the author.
There is nothing in dialogue, oharacterization, or plot
development in this drama to differentiate it from any of the
others.

To me, its significance, as in other of his later

plays. lies in the biographioal referenoes.

Even his son

comment. 3 on the biographioal meaning of the following passage

1. Robert Lytton. prefaoe to Darnlez in the kriebworth edition
of Bulwer's drama, 1882.
2. Loo. oit.
3. Robert Bulwer, Earl of Lytton, Life, Letters, and Literarz
Remains of Bulwer-Lztton.
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referring to his father's domestic Situation; where the husband, Darnley, says to the wife:
Indulgencet What, was the word misapplied? I might have
expected to find even in so fair a partner 8 companion, a
friend, a home. Can you deny that I have found them not?
But when did I repine while you were happy? Wearied, exhausted, in all my cares, in all my anxieties, it soothed
me to think that these, my uncongenial habits, were adding
to the joy of your youth. 1
Again there is this bitterly significant passage written at
the time when Bulwer's vengefUl wife had been reTtling him in
anonymous letters and had published scandalous books of denunciation,
I would rather stand by her grave than look upon her
face. Fortunately the state bequeathed me obliged me to
change the name she stains and bears. And to you alone
[he refers to his son here] I have confided the history
of her shame. 2
In this analysis of Bulwer-Lytton's dramas on the love
and honor theme, I find that there are some concepts common to
all his plays: his melodramatic plot development, the use of
poetic and flowery dialogue, spectacular stage effects, the
predominance of a Single characterization typical of the "star
system," the didacticism of the speeches, and the apparent
"moral leeeon" in each play.

F. Gribble comments upon Bulwer's

treatment of the love and honor theme:
He preached a doctrine that youth eternally deSires to
hear - the belief that the first disappointed love will be
the last. • • • He had his characters find outlets for

l". Dariilelt IV t 1.

2.

-Ibid..

t

2.
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their disappointed love in politics, tours upon the Continent, sadly making love to Court beauties, or being
involved in intrigues. For the things in which the Man
of MYstery fails to find pleasure must be the very things
which those who read about him are likely to sigh for as
unattainable delights; his "Dead Sea Apples" must be apples
that other people regard as luscious, tempting fruit. Lord
Lytton, with a true instinct, divined that fact • • • •
There is a good deal in his writings that would warrant
one in styling him "The Last of the Byrons." An~this is
Byronism of a sort that everybody can understand.
Yet, many of Bulwer's contemporary critics have stated
that his characters were the personification of a certain
quality rather than of a certain individual.

Bulwer's answer

to this is told in his son's biography:
The author states that his design was not to detail a mere
series of events in the history of one individual or another,
but to personify certain dispositions influential upon conduct. • • • He started with his "abstract qualities" and
then considered how he could people hie work With the ooncrete "inoarnations" of these abstractions. Metaphysics was
the author's chief objeot and human nature was sacrificed to
it.!
But in spite of, or because of, this method of characterisation,
The Lady of Lyons and MDnel were unusually popular and were
often reVived.

The editor of Temple Bar has explained this

popularity thus:
No play ever written has drawn more money to theatrical
treasuries than Thf Lady of Lyons; and yet the plot is
improbable, many 0 the inoIdents are all but impossible
••• but the powerful interest of the story, which strikes
upon sympathetic chords in every human heart, the variety,
strength, and rapidity of the situations, 'carry away the
Judgaent of the spectator; and he, who, in his closet,

1. F. GrIbble, "The Art of B;;lwer-tytton ,." me Portnl@tl!l

aeview, May, 1903, pp. 838-847.
2. lobert Bulwer, Earl ~f Lytton, Life, Letters and Literarl
Remains of Bulwer-Lytton.
.
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would $harply criticize the work and smile at the absurdities, could, in the theatre, no more resist its spell
than a love sick girl in her teens. l
Gribble makes this comment upon the literary art of BulwerLytton:
• • • a second secret of his suocess may be sought in his
adroit use of melodramatic effect ••• Whatever rang false
in his work, the cynicism at least rang true, being the
cynicism of one who was really a man of the world • • • The
impression given by the contemplation of his work as a
Whole is that he labored hard and long to get into touch
with real life, only to make it unreal by the act of touching it.2
Furthermore, in my Judgment, Bulwer-Lytton's plays are
exceptional even in the field of poetiC drama, since there are
many quotable lines famous out of their context, a fact which
was not true of the other Nineteenth Century drama.

For, I

think the following passages from Richelieu are aa truly worth
remembering as some linea from Shakespeare:
Beneath the rule of men entirely great
The pen is mightier than the sword. 3
There'S a great Spirit ever in the air
That from prolific and far-spreading wings
Soatters the seeds of honor - yea, the walls
And moats of castled forte - the barren seas The cell wherein the pale-eyed student holds
Talk with melodious scienoe - all are sown
With everlasting honors, if our souls
Will toil for fame as boors for bread. 4
and,

!. "Lord Lytton as a Dramatist and Novelist,"
Vol. 38, April - July, 1873.
2. F. Gribble, "The Art of Bulwer-Lytton,~
Review, May, 1903, pp. 838-847.
3. R!chelieu, II, 2.

4.

-

I~id.,

Temple Bar,

The Fortnightly
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Our glories float between the earth and heaven
Like clouds which 8eem pavilions of the sun,
Jnd are the playthings of the casual Wind;
Still, like the cloud which drops on unseen crags,
The dews the wild flower feeds on, our ambition May from its airy height drop gladness down
On unsuspected virtue; and the flower
May bless the cloud when it hath passed away!l
Since Bulwer held the most prominent place in the drama
of a period which has been generally neglected, one can,
through his plays, discover the faults that have caused this
dramatic period to be generally overlooked.

As a novelist,

Bulwer was but one among many of his time, Whereas, as

8

dramatist, he stands alone, a playwright who not only appealed
to the public of his own day, but has also interested drama
lovers of subsequent generations.

1. IHohel!eu, V, 3.
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CONCLUSIOll
BULWER-LYTTOI'S PLACE IN THE ENGLISH DRAMA
OF THE MIDDLE NINETEENTH CENTURY
Although there i8 little known or written of the English
drama from 1800 to 1850, yet all that this half oentury really
achieved was the establishment of melodrama as a formal type,
the elaboration of some special themes hitherto untouched, and
the more definite introduction of a lyric quality into the
drama.

For this time was unfavorable to the development of

the drama; the great novelists did not write for the stage,
because, while playwrights were given small salaries by the
impoverished managers, a successful novelist could build up
a fortune.

This Victorian period in the drama may be thus con-

trasted with the Elizabethan period: in the latter age, great
literary men wrote for the stage, Whereas, in the former, it
was the novelists who were outstanding; the Victorians, unlike
the Elizabethans, were more interested in the reading drama
than in actual presentation; Elizabethan playwrights did not
Buffer from the strict censorship of the early 1900'8, and
their audiences, unlike Victorians, were more interested in
their plays than in the stars who enacted them; Elizabethan
stage managers were not hampered by conditions of theatre
monopoly nor were they beggared by elaborate scenery; and
Viotorian theatregoers were eager to condemn a new play,
Thus, while on~ age was a

Elizabethans to encourage it.
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period of great plays. the other prodllced very few worthy
of any literary reoognition.
The monopoly system, which gave only Drury Lane and
Covent Garden theatres the right to present serious drama,
further curtailed the development of mid-Nineteenth Century
playwriting; for the restrictions imposed upon dramatists
by these monopoly conditions forced them to write lengthy
plays. suitable for those two theatres.

The result was

usually a mediocre, stereotyped drama.

Furthermore, the

literary mediocrity of popular mid-Victorian plays may be
attributed to the comparative simplicitz of the average theatregoer, accounting for the popularity of the melodrama, to
patriotic enthusiasm, producing plays of naval victories, like
Black-Eyed Susan, to the popularity of domestic dramas, all a
part of that movement toward realism, which, from melodramatic
and trivial farce, ultimately built the foundation for the
deeper and more profound domestic drama of today, and to the
moral sentiment of the time, a more negative than positive
influenoe, succeeding mainly in killing free expression.
Into such a situation William Macready launched BulwerLytton as a dramatist; for Macready, an admirer of Shakespeare,
deploring the fact that "he could find no play worthy of hia
talents," begged Bulwer to help him "elevate the stage."

At

this time Bulwer-Lytton was such a popular and successful
novelist that he had already inourred the

en~

of the critios

l _______________________
,
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and the jealousy of other writers; he knew the rabid mob
of merciless theatre-goers and how a play could figuratively
be torn to pieces, hence, his hesitant fears about dramatic
writing.

On the other hand, he was loyal to his friend,

Macready; always a crusader, he yearned to improve conditions in the theatre; and his egotism and his desire for
versatility made him eager to find other mediums of literary
expression.

His first play, The Duchess de La Valliere, was

too~lgh-brow"

for the audiences and it failed, but, in spite

of hiB bitter discouragement, Bulwer wrote again.

His next

plays, The Lagy of Lyons, and Richelieu were popular and
~

financial successes; Money, a comedy of contemporary society,
was equally successful.

In The Sea Captain, which Bulwer

withdrew after three weeks and later rewrote as The Rightful
Heir, the author was writing more for his literary than for
his theatre-going public.

Not So Bad As We Seem, written on

impulse for the establishment of a benevolent institution and
performed by interested amateurs, rapidly

poured~

3000 into

the coffers of the newly create! Guild and was first played
before Queen Victoria and her Prince Consort.

This play,

therefore, can be considered among his successes, since it
most certainly accomplished the purpose for which it was
written.

Walpole, written many years later, and Damley,

unfinished at Bulwer's death, were written for only semiprofessional groups and at the inSistence of friends.

These
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plays, therefore, should not be considered as dramatic
failures, but rather a8 little publicized, and hence, comparatively unknown works.
Even though Bulwer collaborated with Macready in an
effort to elevate the drama, his plays have all the faults
of the period; hence, why and how have some of his plays
survived while those of his contemporary dramatists have
died with their own generation?

I believe that this question-

is thus answered: first, Bulwer-Lytton's plays, even those
which were not "stageworthy" and which have survived only as
reading drama, all have literary merit and afford interesting
reading; second, his character delineations in his three
successful plays have challenged performers of merit, who
have repeatedly used his dramas as their stellar vehicles;
third, the sheer beauty and resonance of his lines in
Richelieu have conSistently interested declamatory actors;
fourth, his stagecraft with its frequent use of spectacular
pageantry has intrigued producers; and fifth, the universality
of his plots has aroused interest.

Other plays, which were

great successes in Bulwer's day, have superficial plots,
artificial speeches, and situations as "dated" as their costumes; in Bulwer's plays, however, while the speech and the
circumstances are of another day, his themes are timeless,
a girl's struggle against a dishonoring love, (The Duchess
de La Valliere) an ambitious lover

overcom1n~

foolish pride,
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(The Lady of Lyons) the desire for money as the root of all
evil, (Money) and the ingenious schemes of an egotistical
patriot. (Richelieu)

Even in his lesser known plays, there

are themes of universal appeal; the drama of a "disgraced
woman" in Not So Bad As We Seem, a mother's fight for her
Bon in The Rightful Heir, the schemes of an ambitious politician in Walpole, and the busy-husband-and-neglected-wife
conflict in his unfinished domestic drama, Darnlez.

He was

sufficiently farSighted to avoid problems pertinent only to
his own day, and, instead, dwelt upon conoepts of lasting
appeal.

Thus, his plots of love and honor, of maternal

affeotion, of patriotism, of class pride, of politioal
ambition are 8S real today as they were in the 1840's.
Another reason for the survival of Bulwer's dramas may
be the faot that he was primarily interested in the stage
as a literary medium, and that, even though he was foroed
to pander to publio taste in his dialogue and in some of his
plot development, he did not degrade his literary dignity by
appealing solely to the oommeroialism of the managers and to
the crude taste of the pit, but dared to hold to his own
literary standards.

Moreover, egotistioally hoping that his

plays would outlive his own generation, Bulwer did not 'use
the colloquial idioms of the vernaoular as freely as did
other playwrights; in many instanoes, even, the sheer literary

.

beauty of some of his lines has appealed to the "intelligentsia"

,
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of subsequent generations as well as to thoae of hiB own.
For, Bulwer and Macready held faithfully to their purpose
of elevating the stage.

Thus, Bulwer, while writing

successes for popular appeal, at the same time greatly
influenced dramatic tastes and standards; furthermore,
the oomments of various literary journals indicated that
Bulwer-Lytton had turned the attention of the more scholarly
class toward the hitherto ignored drama.
Just as there must be a bridge to span two distant
ahores, a bridge whioh is soon forgotten by the traveller
who is intent upon the other bank, so must there have been
transition dramatists in the development of the theatre,
dramatists whose usefulness is likewise forgotten by those
who have reached the later period.

That explains the oom-

parative obscurity of Bulwer-Lyttonj he was neither so
famous as those sophisticates who preceded him nor yet so
great as those realists who followed him.

Dramatic students

speak glibly of Sheridan and Goldsmith, of Robertson and
Ibsen, yet they know or care little of the playwrights who
intervened.

Yet, but for Bulwer-Lytton, (the other drama-

tists of his time, because of their mediocrity, gave no
lasting contribution to English drama) who oombined smart
oome4J with realistic problem, the development of English
drama most surely would have been different.

His first plays,

fhe Duchess de La Valliere and The Lady of Llons, look
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baokward to those who preceded him; later, in Richelieu,
grave realism is used with historical subject matter; then
after finding that to be successful, Bulwer-Lytton dared
to write a smart comedy, MOnel, which was aleo a problem
play.

His last play, Demley, a domestic drama, shows a

great similarity to those of Robertson and Wilde, who were
to come after him.
Bulwer-Lytton's dramas are historically valuable in
that, through them, one may get a picture of the theatre of
8

hundred years ago.

The vast array of characters and

speotacular stage effects indicate the "apron" stage; the
"asides,· monologues, and soliloquies found in the stellar
role reveal the public's eagerness to admire their star;
the five acts, with their several scenes, show the accustomed
length of plays, which still followed the Shakespere&n tradition; the many indications of the ending which are found in
the first acts of the plays tell how Nineteenth century
audienoes wanted no "surprise ending"; furthermore, the
melodramatio treatment of even the most natural situations
show that these play-goers desired a oolorful "esoape" from
the drab smugness of. the Victorian era; while the bright
overhead lighting which neoessitated speotaoular pageantry
reveals that the subtle stage effects of illumination by
eleotricity had not yet been invented •
.
Lastly, Bulwer-Lytton's plays have oontributed to the
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dramatic heritage by their many "quotable" lines; whereas
in no other play of this period have I found any line even
vaguely familiar.

I attribute this to the fact that Bulwer

unconsciously lapsed into the poetic at all times; for,
even in his plays which are not deliberately poetic, lyric
beauty and imaginative fancy are to be found.

Thus, his

lines have been frequently used outside their own context
and long after his own generation, to such an extent that
even the origin of his "The pen is mightier than the swordhas been generally forgotten.

One can scarcely think of a

subject of general interest where a quotation from BulwerLytton would not be pertinent; for he has taken the most
trite statements and invested them with a sort of poetic
unworldliness that I find to be lyrically beautiful.
Then, what was Bulwer-Lytton's place in the English
drama of the middle Nineteenth Century?

He was representa-

tive of that period from a historical standpoint, he has
contributed to the development of the English drama, and
many of his plays still possess an interest for the discriminating dramatic student.

Because of his own reticent

discretion and because of the malicious spite of his
estranged wife, so little has been known of him that he has
been suspended in a dim and ambiguous position in the history
of our literature.

He is never quoted as one of our great

writers, and, yet, he holds a place of his 'own from which it
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is improbable that he will ever be dislodged; for Edward
Bulwer-Lytton alone emerged from the drama of the "gas
light" era to represent the transition from the candle-lit
stage of Sheridan to the electrically lighted brilliance
of Twentieth century realism.
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